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ABSTRACT
Living and Dying in  an Am erican  
Neo-Pagan Com m unity
by
B en jam in  C. W ilreke r
D r. W illia m  Jankow iak , Ph.D ., E xam ina tion  Com m ittee C ha ir 
Professor o f A n thropo logy 
U n ive rs ity  o f Nevada, Las Vegas
Am erican  Neo-Paganism is  a new  re lig ious  m ovem ent im ported  to the  states from  
B rita in  in  the  1930s. As a new  re lig ious m ovem ent, Neo-Pagans are, fo r the  f irs t  tim e, 
dea ling  w ith  the  death o f m em bers, and as such have had  to create fu n e ra l r i tu a l o f 
whole c lo th . Th is  s tu d y  is, f ir s t  and  forem ost, an e thnograph ic  fie ld  accoun t o f seven 
fu n e ra l r itu a ls  in  A m erican Neo-Pagan com m un itie s  in  diverse loca tions th ro u g h o u t the  
U n ited  States. On basis o f th is  e thnog raph ic  evidence, I show th a t Neo-Pagans 
v isua lize  th e ir  dead as re ta in in g  agency, w h ile  p a rtic ip a n ts  in  the A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  
do not. I describe the  Am erican  c iv il fu n e ra l cycle and  the changes th a t have been 
im posed u p o n  i t  by techno log ica l advances over the past 40 years. I propose th a t the  
Neo-Pagan changes to the A m erican  c iv il fu n e ra l cycle are in fo rm ed by  a theology o f 
im m anence th a t is  jux tapose d  aga inst, and  placed in  com petition  w ith , the  c iv il re lig ion . 
Th is has the  effect o f crea ting  p lu ra l, com peting  a fterlives fo r any decedent w ho 
p a rtic ipa ted  in  bo th  an in te n tio n a l c o m m u n ity  and  the A m erican c iv il re lig ion . On 
basis o f th is  data, I re v is it A rn o ld  van  G ennep’s classic model fo r the  r ite  o f passage and 
propose an  em endation th a t a llow s fo r the  decedent to  be inco rpora ted  in to  p lu ra l 
a fte rlives in  a p lu ra l society. I propose a m odel fo r post-m ortem  id e n tity  fo rm a tion
111
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
consis ten t w ith  the  p lu ra l a fte rlives th a t appear in  the e thnog raph ic  record. (Keywords: 
Neo-Paganism, C iv il Relig ion, Death, F unera l, Id e n tity , R ite o f Passage)
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PREFACE
A t 11:35 a.m . on M arch  18*, 2004, he ld  in  the  a rm s o f h is  w ife  o f 32 years and
su rrounde d  by  h is  fa m ily  and  friends. Ja c k  Bow m an passed in to  the sum m erland . A t
the  second o f th ree  fu n e ra l services he ld  in  h is  honor. Ja c k ’s coven sister, Debbie, read
the  fo llow ing  ob itua ry :
Have yo u  ever noticed  on line , how  you  can always te ll w hen someone im p o rta n t 
to  people passes? T he ir messages get shorter. On the  P itt lis ts  today the 
messages are very short.
Ja c k  is  surv ived by h is  w ife. May; h is  son. Ja ck  J r .; h is  daughters, S am antha  and
Kussina; and  a g randdaughter, E la ine. He is  also survived by the  tw en ty-odd  m em bers
o f M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle, the  Am erican  Neo-Pagan ch u rch  to  w h ich  he dedicated the
la s t five years o f h is  life. Th is te x t is  the  s to ry  o f how  Jack, h is  fam ily , and  h is  coven
b ro the rs  and  sisters dea lt w ith  h is  tra n s it io n  between life  and death.
A nth ropo logy f irs t  and forem ost resu lts  from  the  co llabora tion  o f an th ropo log is t and
in fo rm a n t, between se lf and other. 1 o ffer m y unreserved g ra titude  to  M ay Bow m an, m y
coven sister, fo r opening her hea rt and  hom e to  me. W ith o u t he r decis ion to  re la te  he r
jo u rn e y  w ith  the  Goddess, th is  w o rk  w o u ld  n o t have been possible. Special th a n ks  also
go to  M rs. B ow m an ’s ch ild ren . Sambo, Jack , and  Kussina, w ho took  a great deal o f tim e
o ff w o rk  in  o rder th a t th e ir  fa th e r’s s to iy  cou ld  be to ld . Thanks also go o u t to  the  clergy
and m em bers o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le , w ho gave me access to  th e ir  B ook o f Shadows
and  provided extensive in terv iew s. M em bers o f o the r com m un ities  he lped me as w ell. I
w ou ld  like  to  th a n k  T.K. fo r sha ring  the s to ry  o f the  dea th  o f h is  son, and  Susan M orris
from  Agave S p ir it Grove in  Las Vegas, Nevada, w ho offered a great deal o f he lp
concern ing  Neo-Pagan theology.
D u rin g  the  course o f th is  research, I have been the benefic ia ry o f a great deal o f
su p p o rt from  the  academy. Thanks in  p a r tic u la r  go to  D r. W illiam  Ja n ko w ia k , m y
v ii i
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
com m ittee cha ir, w ho hum ored  the  m any changes o f course th is  p ro jec t has taken ; to  
m y com m ittee: D rs. Tony M iranda , George U rios ite , and  Felecia Cam pbell, w ho have 
read and com m ented on m any d ra fts , and to  the  fa c u lty  o f A n th ropo logy a t the  
U n ive rs ity  o f Nevada, Las Vegas. T hanks are also due to Dr. Kevin  Rafferty, ch a ir  o f the  
D epartm en t o f H um an  Behavior a t the  C o m m un ity  College o f S ou thern  Nevada, who 
provided me a space to  w o rk  and  m u ch  good conversation , and  also to  M a rc i A therley, 
M ary DeCarlo, and  M ariana  W ilson, a d m in is tra tive  ass is tan ts , fo r a great deal o f 
research support. Thanks are also due to Megan M illig a n  w ho helped me in  the  ed iting  
phase. 1 w o u ld  also like  to extend m y g ra titu d e  to  Helen G erth, w ho to o k  a great deal o f 
tim e  away from  he r own w o rk  fo r the  sake o f m ine.
The e thnog raph ic  p o rtions  o f th is  te x t were funded  in  p a rt by  a generous research 
g ran t provided by M r. &  M rs. V ic to r F. W ilreker, J r . Th is  w o rk  w ou ld  n o t have taken 
the  fo rm  th a t i t  has w ith o u t the  lov ing  sup p o rt o f m y daugh ter, K ara  W hite , w ho has 
to lera ted he r dad ’s tr ip s  to  fa r away places and p ro c liv ity  fo r liv in g  w ith  a book u n d e r 
h is  nose w ith  a sense o f hum or. 1 also g ra te fu lly  acknow ledge the  su p p o rt o f m y 
grandparen ts , M r. &  M rs. V ic to r F. W ilreker, Sr., th ro u g h o u t m y academ ic career, and  
m y g rea t-g randm other, M rs. H erm a Schnaibe l, whose death and  fune ra ls  made me 
aware o f the  p lu ra lity  o f the  a fte rlife . Special th a n ks  are also due to  C heri, C h ris ty ,
Lan i, M a tt and the  res t o f the  fo lks  a t S te iner’s Pub in  Las Vegas, Nevada, w ho ke p t the  
D ie t Coke flow ing  a t a ll h o u rs  o f the  day and n ig h t as 1 edited th is  text, and  to  Nan 
W illoughby w ho d irected p la tes o f cookies in  m y d ire c tio n  a t a ll the  r ig h t tim es. 1 w ou ld  
be m ost rem iss n o t to  m en tion  W inn ie , who, over the  pas t 17 years, has been m y 
p a rtn e r th ro u g h  m any  jou rneys . I t  is  Ja ck  Bow m an whose life  is celebrated in  the 
fo llow ing  pages; to h is  m em ory th is  w o rk  is dedicated. Now:
le t us  s it upon  the  g round  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION
As m em bers o f a new  re lig ious  m ovem ent, Am erican  Neo-Pagans^ are fo r the  f irs t 
tim e  dea ling  w ith  death in  th e ir  m ids t. Th is  text, f irs t  and  forem ost, is  an e thnog raph ic  
accoun t o f several such deaths and  the  events w h ich  followed: A s to ry  o f w h a t i t  m eans 
to  live and  die w ith in  an A m erican  Neo-Pagan com m un ity .
The core a rgum en t o f th is  thes is  is  th is ; Am erican  Neo-Pagans tre a t dea th  
d iffe re n tly  from  p a rtic ip a n ts  in  the Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  in  th a t the  deceased is trea ted  
as an agent ra th e r th a n  an u n c u ltu re d  "it." A ny fu n e ra ry  system  m u s t es tab lish  the 
loca tion , agentic powers, and in te res ts  o f the  decedent in  death as con tras ted  to  the 
same in  life. The Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  specifies th a t the  decedent in  death  is 
sequestered away from  the w o rld  o f the  liv ing , an  ob ject o f grief, long ing , and  fear. 
A m erican Neo-Paganism has construc ted  a new  id e n tity  fo r the  decedent as an  active 
agent invo lved in  h u m a n  a ffa irs . In  e ithe r case, as you  w ill see below, the  decedent can 
o n ly  en te r one o r m ore o f these tw o post-m ortem  id e n titie s  th ro u g h  a r ite  o f passage.
Th is r ite  o f passage -  the  fu n e ra l cycle -  is  constra ined  th ro u g h  r itu a l a t a  va rie ty  o f 
loci. A m erican Neo-Pagans co n s tra in  the  cycle a t d iffe ren t locations  fo r d iffe ren t 
reasons th a n  those loc i specified by  the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion . A m erican  Neo-Pagans 
give the process o f dy ing  m ean ing  th ro u g h  a con text o f a theology o f im m anence.
' The te rm  “Neo-Pagan” is  a scho la rly  one. M ost Neo-Pagans in  the  co m m un itie s  1 
s tud ied  re fe r to  them selves as e ith e r “Pagans,” “W iccans,” or “W itches.” The Term  Neo- 
Pagan suggests to  some a la ck  o f respect fo r the  m ytho logy o f the  m ovem ent, because o f 
the  im p lica tio n  th a t m odem  A m erican  Paganism  is “new” and n o t a su rv iva l o f pre- 
C h ris tia n  re lig ious  practices. 1 use the  te rm  as o the r scholars have, to  d is tin g u ish  the 
denom ina tion  as a w hole in  non -na tive  te rm s from  va rious  sects th a t com prise  it ,  such 
as “ Goddess W orsh ipers ,” “D ru id s ,” and  “U n ita r ia n  U n ive rsa lis t Pagans.” The te rm  
“Neo-Paganism” also serves to  d is tin g u ish  the  denom ina tion  from  o the r s im ila r  b u t 
la rge ly un re la ted  denom ina tions, such as the  “ New-Age M ovem ent.”
1
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Am erican  Neo-Pagans are also Am ericans, and  as such  the Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l cycle has 
been deeply im pacted  by the changes in  the  A m erican  c iv il fu n e ra l r i tu a l th a t are a 
consequence o f a h is to ry  o f increas ing  p ro fess iona liza tion , and the rise  o f advanced 
technology and large u rb a n  c ities  in  an increas ing ly  p lu ra l U n ited  States.
The rise  o f p lu ra l a fte rlives raises the  specter o f com peting afterlives; o r m ore 
precisely, co n flic t between liv in g  social actors w ho compete over the r ig h t to  d isp lay  
p a rtic u la r social m arke rs  in d ica tin g  p a r tic u la r post-m ortem  id e n titie s  p re fe ren tia lly  on 
beha lf o f the  decedent. 1 propose a system  by w h ich  Am ericans create the  post-m ortem  
id e n tity , and  show how  Neo-Pagan actors, in fo rm ed  by a theology o f im m anence, a rrive  
a t a d iffe ren t id e n tity  fo r the  decedent th a n  th a t specified by e ithe r the  A m erican  c iv il 
re lig ion  o r o ther, com peting  in te n tio n a l com m un ities . Th is p o in t is  p a rtic u la r ly  
s ign ifican t in  th a t i t  applies equa lly  to anyone w ho w o u ld  challenge the Am erican citnl 
religion.
O f course there  are m any  in te n tio n a l com m un ities  th a t challenge the  c iv il re lig ion , 
com peting fo r adheren ts in  the  h ig h ly  p lu ra l A m erican  re lig ious m arketp lace. M any o f 
these in te n tio n a l com m un ities , u n lik e  A m erican  Neo-Paganism, represent a  fo rm  o f 
C h ris tia n ity . Fu rthe rm ore , some o f these in te n tio n a l com m un ities  have bo th  m ore 
adheren ts th a n  Neo-Paganism, and m ore m a ins tream  social cap ita l. However i t  is 
im p o rta n t to d is tin g u ish  between in te n tio n a l com m un itie s  th a t practice  C h r is tia n ity  
and the A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  w h ich  has a Deist, n o t C h ris tia n , character. L ikew ise 
the  m a ins tream  Ju d e o -C h ris tia n  denom ina tions th a t dom inate  A m erican re lig ious  
discourse are also d is t in c t from  the c iv il re lig ion . The re la tio n sh ip  the  c iv il re lig ion  
ho lds  w ith  the  va rious  large denom ina tions and  also w ith  non-Pagan in te n tio n a l 
com m un ities  is  beyond the scope o f th is  text.
Neo-Pagans o ften  re fer to  “ C h ris tia n ity ,” a generalized o the r aga inst w h ich  they  
con tras t them selves. Th is  o the r is a  com posite c rea ture , created from : (1) E lem ents o f 
evangelical C h ris tia n  in te n tio n a l com m un ities , p a rtic u la r ly  the  em phasis on 
p rose ly tiza tion  and la ck  o f re lig ious to lerance; (2) e lem ents o f the  c iv il re lig ion ,
2
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
p a rtic u la r ly  im persona l, h ie ra rch ica l s tru c tu re s , and  a “greed is  good” ph ilosophy; and 
(3) elem ents o f the  va rious large denom ina tions, in c lu d in g  the  absence o f com m un itas . 
In  th is  tex t, I am  p r im a r ily  in te res ted  in  the  Neo-Pagan p ro tes t aga inst the  c iv il re lig ion, 
not C h r is tia n ity  -  in te n tio n a l o r otherw ise. Thus, the  reader m ay assum e th a t the  o the r 
to  w h ich  I re fer is a  c iv il o ther, and n o t spec ifica lly  C h ris tia n  un less o therw ise noted. I 
w il l leave i t  to  a  la te r te x t to  separate the  generalized “C h ris tia n ” o the r in to  its  
co n s titu e n t pa rts  and evaluate them .
Plan o f  This Text
A lthough  there  have been a n u m b e r o f excellent e thnograph ies o f Am erican  Neo- 
Paganism, to  m y know ledge, th is  is  the  f ir s t  fu l l  leng th  e thnog raph ic  tre a tm e n t o f an 
A m erican Neo-Pagan fune ra l. In  th is  chapter, I address the  fu n d a m e n ta l backg round  o f 
the  processes in  question . I begin by  de fin ing  the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion  and rough ly  
o u tlin in g  its  h is to iy . I also consider h is to r ica l fu n e ra l r itu a ls  in  the  U n ited  States, and 
th e ir  re la tio n sh ip  to  the  A m erican  c iv il fu n e ra l r i tu a l we see today. I also consider 
Am erican Neo-Pagans as he irs  to a  long  line  o f A m erican  in te n tio n a l co m m u n ity  
bu ilde rs . In  chap te r 2, I consider the  dem ographics o f A m erican Neo-Paganism. I look  
a t the o rgan iza tion  o f the  ch u rch  I s tud ied , and  exp la in  how  its  s tru c tu re  is  a 
consequence o f a theology o f im m anence. In  chap te r 3, I consider th is  theology o f 
im m anence in  deta il. I then  describe the  core beliefs o f A m erican Neo-Paganism, and 
argue th a t they are a consequence o f the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion , the  theology o f 
im m anence, and  the  p u rs u it  o f com m un itas . C hapter 4 is  an e thnog raph ic  exam ple o f 
a fu l l m oon r itu a l. I m ake th ree  key a rgum ents here: (1) The fu l l  m oon r itu a l is a 
consequence o f the  core beliefs a rticu la te d  in  chap te r 3; (2) the  fu l l m oon r itu a l serves 
as a tem pla te  th a t is  used in  the  process o f r itu a l crea tion ; and  (3) in  i t ’s ro le  as a 
tem pla te , the  fu ll  m oon r itu a l serves in  p a rt to  pass on the  core beliefs la id  o u t in  
chap te r 3 to  the  in tens ive  rite s  o f passage th a t are created u s in g  the  tem pla te . In  
chapter 5, I consider the  illness  o f a  m em ber o f the  ch u rch  com m un ity , and  Neo-Pagan
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responses to  th a t illness. I dem onstra te  how  these responses are cons is ten t w ith  the  
beliefs la id  o u t in  chap te r 3. C hapter 6 lays o u t the  h e a rt o f m y a rgum en t -  in  th is  
chap te r 1 argue: (1) The A m erican c iv il fu n e ra l has in d e lib ly  been a lte red by  changes in  
technology and  the p lu ra liza tio n  o f a  la te  m odern  society. (2) 1 lay  o u t a  tra je c to ry  th a t 
creates tw o com peting a fterlives fo r the  A m erican  Neo-Pagan decedent, and  1 p o in t o u t 
th a t th is  tra je c to ry  applies equa lly  to  o the r new  re lig ious  movem ents. C hapter 7 is 
p r im a r ily  an ev iden tia ry  chapter, de fend ing the Neo-Pagan changes in  s tru c tu re  and 
fu n c tio n  o f Am erican  fu n e ra l r i tu a l th a t 1 la id  o u t in  chapter 6. In  chap te r 8, 1 
sum m arize  m y core a rgum ents and  tie  them  together w ith  a cons ide ra tion  o f the  n o tion  
o f p lu ra l a fte rlives w ith in  the fram ew ork  o f a process o f e lim ina tion . The te x tu a l 
chapters are fo llowed by two appendices, the  f irs t  de ta iling  m y e thnog raph ic  
m ethodology, and  the  second p resen ting  the  te x t o f the  poems and prayers  perform ed a t 
one o f the  fu n e ra l r itu a ls  1 attended. The appendices are fo llowed by  a b ib liog raphy.
M y Cases
A lthough  1 w ill re tu rn  to th is  sub jec t in  the  appendix, 1 w ou ld  like  to  b rie fly  
sum m arize  the  fune ra ls  1 a ttended w ith  th e ir  case num bers:
•  Case 1: 53 year o ld  male, Groen, Pennsylvan ia
•  Case 2: 56 year o ld  male. Las Vegas, Nevada
•  Case 3: 2 male in fa n ts  less th a n  one year o f age, In d ia n  Springs, Nevada
• Case 4: ca. 25 year o ld  male. Las Vegas, Nevada
•  Case 5 : 1 7  year o ld  male. Las Vegas, Nevada
•  Case 6 : 1 2  year o ld  canine, O verton, Nevada
• Case 7: 66 year o ld  female. C actus Springs, Nevada
Case 1, Ja c k  Bowm an, w ill be the  focus o f th is  text. The rem a in ing  cases p rovide 
im p o rta n t su p p o rtin g  evidence a t key p o in ts  th ro u g h o u t the  tex t, p a r t ic u la r ly  in  the
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areas where the  fu n e ra l cycle in  case one became p a rtic u la r ly  a typ ica l. Case 2 was a 
large m em oria l service fo r an in d iv id u a l suffered from  a nu m b e r o f serious psychoses 
th a t lim ite d  h is  fu n c tio n a lity  in  life. The ch ie f m ou rne r, a  good frie n d  o f the  deceased, 
was he rse lf a cen tra l m em ber o f the  com m un ity , and  the  fu n e ra l service was conducted 
independent o f re g u la rly  scheduled r itu a ls  by a sen ior clergy m em ber. Case 2 
represented a h ig h ly  com parab le  exam ple to  Jack 's  fune ra l, case 1. Case 3 invo lved the 
death  o f a  th ree -m on th  o ld  and  a neonate. A bou t a dozen friends  o f the  young  m o the r 
and  he r boyfriend  were p resen t a t the  fune ra l, b u t no clergy m em ber was present, and 
the  sho rt fu n e ra l service was conducted by the  bereaved im m ed ia te ly  fo llow ing  an 
un re la ted  festiva l event. Case 4 invo lved the possib le su ic ide  o f a young  m an. The 
deceased had n o t had  con tac t w ith  h is  fa m ily  fo r several years. A lthough  the  clergy 
o ffic ia ting  a t the  m em oria l service a ttem pted  to  con tac t h is  paren ts , they were 
unsuccessfu l. Thus, the  m em oria l service inc luded  on ly  m em bers o f h is  chu rch . There 
were no h u m a n  rem a ins  invo lved because they  had  been re ta ined  by the  coroner’s office 
pend ing  n o tifica tio n  o f nex t o f k in . Case 5 concerned the  death  o f a teenager w ho died 
a fte r a fa ll w h ile  ro ck  c lim b ing . O bviously, h is  death  was unexpected and represented 
an im p o rta n t exam ple o f how  Neo-Pagans assum e the  id e n tity  o f “m o u rn e r” w hen they  
least expect to. Case 6 was very in te res ting , o ffic ia ted  by a bona-fide  S ioux sham an a t 
the  request o f a couple w ho are registered Native Am ericans and id e n tify  them selves as 
Neo-Pagans. The decedent was a beloved fa m ily  pet th a t was accorded re lig ious  b u ria l. 
A lthough  I have seen references to  several o the r ins tances o f Neo-Pagan fa m ily  pets 
being accorded re lig ious  b u r ia l, th is  one was taken  to  an  a typ ica l extrem e, and  was 
cons is ten t w ith  a h u m a n  b u ria l. Case 7 was a m em oria l service fo r a  p ro fessiona l 
fem in is t-W iccan  priestess w ho died from  com p lica tions o f lu n g  cancer. There were 
abou t tw e n ty  five people present. The service was fac ilita ted  by  a r itu a l leader and 
long-tim e  fr ie n d  from  ano the r coven in  nearby Las Vegas and was a ttended by  tw o o the r 
senior c lergy m em bers. The decedent’s husban d  occupied the ch ie f m o u rn e r ro le  and 
scattered the  decedent’s ashes a t the  conc lus ion  o f the  sho rt service.
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The Am erican C ivil Religion
The socio logist Robert B e llah  f irs t  proposed the  idea o f an A m erican  c iv il re lig ion .
He po in ted  o u t th a t in  the  U n ited  States, a c lear lin e  is  d raw n between any p a rtic u la r
person ’s p riva te  re lig ious a ff ilia tio n  and  the re lig ious  beliefs th a t they  express as p u b lic
social actors. To re v is it B e llah  1970 d irec tly :
A lthough  m a tte rs  o f persona l re lig ious  belief, w o rsh ip , and  associa tion  are 
considered to  be s tr ic t ly  p riva te  a ffa irs , there  are, a t the same tim e , ce rta in  
com m on elem ents o f re lig ious  o r ie n ta tio n  th a t the  great m a jo r ity  o f Am ericans 
share. These have p layed a c ru c ia l role in  the  developm ent o f A m erican 
in s titu t io n s  and s t i l l  p rovide a re lig ious  d im ens ion  fo r the  whole fab ric  o f 
A m erican life , in c lu d in g  the  p o lit ic a l sphere. Th is  p u b lic  re lig ious  d im ens ion  is 
expressed in  a set o f beliefs, sym bols, and  r itu a ls  th a t I am  ca lling  the  Am erican  
c iv il re lig ion . [Bellah 1970:171]
The phrase “c iv il re lig ion ” is Rousseau’s, and  accord ing to Rousseau (Bellah 
1970:172-4) is  com prised in  p rin c ip le  o f fo u r key pa rts : (1) A generalized be lie f in  God, 
(2) the  afterlife , (3) the  rew ard  o f v ir tu e  and  p u n ish m e n t o f vice, and (4) the  exc lus ion  o f 
re lig ious in to lerance . These beliefs were he ld  deeply by the fo u n d in g  fa the rs  o f o u r 
co u n try  and  are encoded w ith in  the  docum ents th a t founded the repub lic . These 
docum ents, together w ith  the  sta tem ents made by the  found in g  fa the rs  have set the  
tone o f the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  ever since.
A lthough  the A m erican c iv il re lig ion  is  deeply s itua ted  in  the  p ro te s ta n t s p ir it  o f the  
early  se ttle rs o f th is  coun try , the  c iv il re lig ion  is  n o t its e lf a C h ris tia n  denom ina tion .
The D ec la ra tion  o f Independence, fo r exam ple, m akes fo u r references to  God b u t no 
reference to  C h ris t. L ikew ise, every in a u g u ra l speech has inc luded  a t least one general 
reference to  God b u t none have ye t referenced C h ris t. B e llah  (1970) feels th a t the  God 
o f the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  is  bo th  ra th e r “U n ita r ia n ” b u t also “m u ch  m ore re la ted  to 
order, law , and r ig h t th a n  sa lva tion  and  love” (Bellah 1970:175).
L ike  any o the r re lig ion , the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  inc ludes its  own re lig ious  
ca lendar, w ith  such im p o rta n t events as The 4 *  o f J u ly , M em oria l Day, P residents ’ Day, 
M a rtin  L u th e r K ing, J r . ’s B irth d a y , Thanksg iv ing , and  the c iv il e lem ents o f C hris tm as. 
O n these days p u b lic  offices and  pro fessiona l offices are closed, s tuden ts  are released
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from  school, and  p u b lic  o ffic ia ls  m ake appropria te  speeches pay ing  homage to the 
A m erican  c iv il re lig ion . The r itu a ls  to  w h ich  B e llah  (1970) refers also in c lu d e  p u b lic  
r ite s  o f passage such  as the  in a u g u ra tio n  o f a p res iden t or o the r p u b lic  officer, 
g radua tion  cerem onies a t un ive rs itie s  and  h ig h  schools, the Am erican  c iv il w edding, 
and  the A m erican  c iv il fu n e ra l r itu a l.
Accord ing to  Be llah  (1970), the  c iv il fu n e ra l was n o t inco rpora ted  in to  the  theology 
o f the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  u n t i l  the  end o f the  C iv il W ar. The C iv il W ar was the 
b lood iest in  Am erican  h is to iy ; m ore Am ericans d ied in  th is  w a r th a n  in  any o the r 
A m erican w ar. Fu rthe rm ore , the  state fune ra ls  o f P resident A braham  L inco ln , and a 
ce n tu ry  la te r P resident Jo h n  F. Kennedy, deeply entrenched the w ay th a t Am ericans 
shou ld  m o u rn  a fa llen  leader. Be llah  (1970) feels th a t the  end o f the  C iv il W ar m arked  
the  end o f the  “O ld Testam ent” o f the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion . P rio r to  the  C iv il W ar, 
p u b lic  d ia logue p r im a r ily  concerned the re vo lu tio n a ry  A m erican s p ir it; P resident 
W ash ing ton  was a la tte r-d a y  Moses, lead ing  God’s chosen people o u t o f ty ra n n y  and 
in to  freedom . Fo llow ing  h is  assassination . P resident L inco ln  became an A m erican 
C h ris t in  the  eyes o f h is  contem poraries, liv in g  o u t h is  own G ettysburg  w ords, “ those 
w ho here gave th e ir  lives, th a t the  na tio n  m ig h t live” (Bellah 1970:178). Subsequent 
p u b lic  dia logue, the  “ New Testam ent” o f the  c iv il re lig ion , has concerned ideals o f 
sacrifice fo r the  n a tio n  and fo r the  theology o f freedom. P resident Kennedy, in  h is  
in a u g u ra l speech delivered J a n u a iy  2 0 *, 1961, fam ous ly  set th is  tone o f freedom  and 
sacrifice:
The energy, the  fa ith , the  devotion w h ich  we b r in g  to  th is  endeavor w ill l ig h t o u r 
co u n try  and  a ll w ho serve i t  —  and the  g low  from  th a t fire  can t ru ly  lig h t the  
w orld . A nd  so, m y fe llow  Am ericans: ask  n o t w h a t yo u r co u n try  can do fo r you  
—  ask w h a t yo u  can do fo r y o u r coun try . M y fe llow  citizens o f the  w orld : ask 
n o t w h a t Am erica  w ill do fo r you, b u t w h a t together we can do fo r the  freedom  o f 
m an. [Bellah 1970:168]
The great n u m b e r o f C iv il W ar dead requ ired  the  es tab lishm en t o f a n u m b e r o f 
n a tio n a l cemeteries, in  p a rticu la r, the  A rlin g to n  N a tiona l Cem etery and the G e ttysburg  
N a tiona l Cemetery. F une ra ry  c u lt  a t these w a r cem eteries took  on a p a rtic u la r ly
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im p o rta n t charac te r w ith  the subsequent es tab lishm en t o f such  n a tio n a l sh rines as the 
Tom b o f the  U nknow n  Soldier, the  E te rna l Flame, and  the V ie tnam  M em oria l W all. The 
de ifica tion  o f such  in d iv id u a ls  as P resident L inco ln , D r. K ing, and  P resident Kennedy, 
as w e ll as the  co n s tru c tio n  o f the  m onum en ts  and  the  r itu a l s u rro u n d in g  them , re flect 
a  generalized be lie f in  deity, a conception  o f the  a fte rlife , a be lie f th a t the  ju s t  w il l  be 
rew arded and the w rongdoer pun ished , and a to lerance o f va rious  com peting  priva te  
re lig ious denom ina tions, as Rousseau w o u ld  have it.
B e llah ’s (1970) v is ion  o f the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  is  based u p o n  the  w ritin g s  o f 
im p o rta n t p u b lic  figures, and  spends fa ir ly  lit t le  tim e  on com m only  he ld  rite s  o f passage 
such as the  c iv il fune ra l. I t  is  essentia l to  m y a rgum en t to  p o in t o u t th a t the  A m erican 
c iv il re lig ion  is  a cognitive o rgan iza tion  th a t includes a d iscreet set o f  values f irs t  and 
forem ost. T ha t cognitive o rgan iza tion  produces overt behavior th a t inc ludes  n o t on ly  
the  p u b lic  sta tem ents o f im p o rta n t in d iv id u a ls , b u t also the behavio r and ju d g m e n ts  o f 
p riva te  in d iv id u a ls  as they  in te ra c t in  se ttings th a t are in fo rm ed p r im a r ily  by the  values 
specified by the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion . Thus, w hen in  the  fo llow ing  pages I invoke the 
A m erican c iv il re lig ion , I am  speaking ju s t  as m u ch  abou t the  in a u g u ra l speech o f an 
A m erican p res iden t as I am  the p u b lic  consensus th a t speed l im it  signs are mere 
suggestions, except in  a school zone.
Advent o f  the A m erican C ivil Funera l
The p resent-day Am erican  c iv il fu n e ra l is  stage m anaged by  a p ro fessiona l fu n e ra l 
d irec to r to  present the  em balm ed and redecorated corpse to the  p u b lic  in  a su ita b ly  
expensive casket p r io r  to  b u r ia l in  a com m erc ia lly  operated cem etery. The c iv il fu n e ra l 
d u rin g  o u r co lon ia l period  invo lved the b u r ia l o f the  corpse by  fa m ily  m em bers, w ith  or 
w ith o u t a co ffin , on p riva te  property . Th is  section offers a b r ie f to u r  o f how  we got from  
the  la tte r to  the  form er.
S u rp ris ing ly , the  m a jo r w estern  fa ith s  have fa ir ly  lit t le  to say abou t the  d ispos ition  
o f the  dead. The C a tho lic  C hu rch , in  w h ich  Ja ck  was raised, specifies (1) th a t the  body
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be decently  la id  ou t; (2) th a t lig h ts  be placed beside the body; (3) th a t a cross be la id  on 
the  breast; (4) th a t the  body be sp rin k le d  w ith  ho ly  w a te r and incense a t p a r tic u la r 
tim es; and (5) th a t the  body be b u rie d  in  consecrated ground. The Jew ish  re lig ion  
specifies th a t the  co ffin  rem a in  closed th ro u g h o u t and  bu ried  in  the  ea rth  w ith o u t a 
va u lt. The A ng lican  vers ion o f P ro tes tan tism  specifies th a t the  co ffin  be covered by  a 
p a ll so as n o t to  em phasize the  w o rld ly  n a tu re  o f the  body (M itfo rd  1963:191). The 
theo log ica l background  fo r these re la tive ly  spa rtan  in s tru c tio n s  lies in  the  idea th a t the  
corpse a fte r the  death  has fu lf ille d  its  in tended  purpose, th a t o f hous ing  the  soul. W ith  
the  departu re  o f the  soul, the  body is  now  an “ i t ” and  m ay be trea ted  app rop ria te ly , as i f  
i t  were cast o ff c lo th ing . Thus, the  p ractice  o f p reserv ing dead bodies th ro u g h  va rious  
chem ica l and  o the r m eans is frow ned u p o n  b y  the  clergy of a ll the  m a jo r C h ris tia n  
denom ina tions because i t  emphasizes a focus on m a te ria l th ings  over the  preserva tion  
o f the  soul. In  sho rt, a ll o f the  m a jo r re lig ions in  the  U n ited  States specify a s tr ik in g ly  
sho rt and  inexpensive fu n e ra l process by c ro ss -cu ltu ra l standards.
D u r in g  the A m erican  co lon ia l period  and f irs t  years o f the  repub lic , fu n e ra l r i tu a l fo r 
the  com m on m an was as i t  was in  E ng land  and  G erm any a t the  tim e: The deceased 
was la id  o u t by the fa m ily  in  the  decedent’s home. The corpse w ashed and  redressed in  
a m in im u m  o f c lo th ing , u s u a lly  a n ig h t-s h ir t, and then  w ound  in  a w ind ing -shee t by 
m em bers o f the  im m edia te  fam ily . The decedent was u su a lly  accom panied by  m ourne rs  
fo r a b r ie f period, tasked w ith  w a tch in g  fo r the  reappearance o f signs o f life. In  ru ra l 
locations, im m ed ia te  fa m ily  m em bers (or som etim es the ch u rch  sexton) then  dug  an 
appropria te  sized, re la tive ly  sha llow  grave w ith  read ily  availab le tools, and  the  deceased 
w o u ld  be in te rre d  u s u a lly  w ith o u t bene fit o f a co ffin  on the  fa m ily ’s p roperty ; there  was 
no spec ia lis t u nde rtake r. In  u rb a n  areas, o r am ong the  w ea lth ie r set, a  p la in  wood 
coffin , u s u a lly  purchased from  the loca l carpenter, was provided in  o rder to  tra n s p o rt 
the  decedent fo r b u r ia l by the  ch u rch  sexton in  the  ch u rch  yard . M ost Am erican  new  
re lig ious m ovem ents re ta ined  th is  pa tte rn , n e ith e r e labora ting  u p o n  i t  n o r ra d ica lly
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a lte ring  it. The Shakers, fo r example, were reported  to  s t il l be b u ry in g  people in  a p la in  
p ine  box in  the  1930’s. (Thurm an 2002:168-174).
Accord ing  to  M itfo rd  1963, the  m odern  p ractice  o f em ba lm ing  the  dead was 
popu la rized  by an ejected m ed ica l school s tu d e n t-tu rn e d -m o rtic ia n  nam ed Thom as 
Holm es d u r in g  the A m erican  C iv il W ar. D u r in g  the  w ar, thousands o f U n io n  sold iers 
were k ille d  on the fie ld  o f ba ttle  fa r from  hom e and k in . In  p r io r  days sold iers w ho los t 
th e ir  lives in  ba ttle , w ith  the  exception o f sen ior leaders and the  fa b u lo u s ly  w ealthy, 
were b u rie d  in  m ilita ry  cemeteries on or near the fie ld  o f battle . D u rin g  the A m erican 
C iv il W ar, effective ra il tra n s p o rt fo r the  f irs t  tim e  allowed the bodies o f m idd le  class 
sold iers to  be re tu rn e d  to th e ir  fam ilies  ra th e r th a n  being b u rie d  in  the  fie ld . The 
process o f em ba lm ing  became the  fund a m e n ta l f irs t  p o in t o f depa rtu re  where the 
A m erican c iv il fu n e ra l r itu a l le ft re lig ious ly  specified fu n e ra l p ractices beh ind . Holm es 
prom oted em ba lm ing  in  o rder th a t sold iers cou ld  be transpo rted  hom e fo r b u r ia l, and 
persona lly  em balm ed over fo u r thousan d  sold iers fo r tra n sp o rt.
C e rta in ly  there  are docum ented cases o f very e laborate ea rly  A m erican  funera ls . 
H u n tin g to n  and M e tca lf (1982) po in ted  o u t in  Celebrations o f  D eath  th a t state funera ls , 
in  ad d itio n  to  the  m undane  ta sk  o f d isposa l o f the  dead, are im p o rta n t rites  o f passage 
co n firm ing  the  o rde rly  tra n s fe r o f power between in d iv id u a ls  a t the  top  o f a socie ty ’s 
h ie ra rchy . P robably the m ost s ig n ifica n t A m erican  state fu n e ra l from  the  perspective o f 
the  fu n e ra l in d u s try  was th a t o f P resident A braham  L inco ln  fo llow ing  h is  assassination  
on A p r il 14*, 1865. P resident L in co ln ’s corpse was em balm ed and cosm etica lly  
restored. A fte r h is  state fun e ra l, he was tra n sp o rte d  by ra il back  to  h is  hom e in  Illin o is  
in  an  open co ffin  m oun ted  in  the rea r ra il carriage. As P resident L inco ln  was 
transpo rted  hom e the tra in  stopped a t each tow n  a long the  w ay so th a t in d iv id u a ls  
cou ld  pay th e ir  f in a l respects. H is  fu n e ra l cycle had  the  effect o f d isp lay ing  the  new  
technology o f em ba lm ing  and cosm etic res to ra tion  to a  large segment o f the  p u b lic , 
c rea ting  dem and fo r the  practice  am ongst the  m idd le  and  uppe r classes.
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The increas ing  p o p u la tio n  o f cities  by the  beg inn ing  o f the  2 0 *  ce n tu ry  resu lted  in  a 
correspond ing  increase in  the  q u a n titie s  o f h u m a n  corpses per square m ile  th a t 
requ ired  d isposal, and consequently  resu lted  in  the  advent o f p ro fessiona l unde rtake rs . 
The technology o f em ba lm ing  and the too ls and flu id s  requ ired  are fa ir ly  inexpensive. 
In it ia lly , the  decedent was em balm ed in  th e ir  own home. Later, increas ing ly  
p ro fessiona l unde rtake rs  began to  es tab lish  places o f business th a t in c lu d e d  “ s lum be r 
room s” o r “pa rlo rs ” where the  decedent cou ld  be presented fo r display.^ These fac ilitie s  
requ ired  m ore cap ita l expense, w h ich  requ ired  the  u n d e rta ke r to  process m ore fune ra ls  
each year to pay fo r i t  a ll, w h ich  requ ired  m ore cap ita l expense, and  so fo rth . Thus the 
second key d ifference between the  A m erican  c iv il fu n e ra l and p r io r  re lig ious  ones was 
the  advent o f a specialized loca tion  fo r the  processing o f hum an  corpses.
The fu n e ra l d irec to r -  w h ich  is  w h a t the  u n d e rta ke r by  abou t 1920 had  begun to 
ca ll h im se lf -  has a key prob lem  th a t he m u s t resolve as a businessm an: He has very, 
very, very few repeat custom ers. The su rv iva l o f h is  business dem ands th a t he pe rfo rm  
a ce rta in  n u m b e r o f fune ra ls  each year o r increase h is  prices as insu rance  aga ins t a 
bad year. S ince the  nu m b e r o f fune ra ls  th a t he perfo rm s each year is  inconven ien tly  
fixed each year by dear o ld  m o the r na tu re , an unco n tro lla b le  outs ide  e n tity , the  fu n e ra l 
d irec to r m u s t ra ise  h is  prices. By the  1940s, the  fu n e ra l in d u s try  had  begun to 
package fune ra ls  fo r sale, ra th e r th a n  se lling  in d iv id u a l pa rts  o f the  fu n e ra l a  la  carte. 
The consum er no longer pu rchased a co ffin , a hearse, a b u r ia l p lo t, et cetera -  now  they 
s im p ly  pa id  a single fee to  the  fu n e ra l d ire c to r w ho organized i t  a ll a t a subste in tia l 
m a rku p . The fu n e ra l d ire c to r now  was a t lib e rty  to em balm  w ith o u t c o n su ltin g  corpse 
and k in , as i t  was inc luded  as p a rt o f h is  package price; he cou ld  arrange fo r a b la n ke t 
o f flowers over the  decedent a t a large m a rk -u p , and  so fo rth .
 ^The process o f a rte ria l em ba lm ing  dem ands d ra in in g  the  blood from  the  body, and 
rep lac ing  i t  w ith  preservative chem icals. Th is had  the  un in te n d e d  consequence o f 
rende ring  s itt in g  w ith  the  body to  w a tch  fo r reappearance o f signs o f life  m oot. In  
b io log ica l term s, an a rte r ia lly  em balm ed decedent was unque s tionab ly  “dead.”
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In  some ways, the  fu n e ra l d ire c to r has backed h im se lf in to  a fin a n c ia l grave: he has 
invested in  a ll th is  gadgetry in  o rder to  pe rfo rm  h is  packaged services, b u t th is  
increases h is  overhead to  the  degree th a t he m u s t fu r th e r  increase h is  prices, w h ich  he 
then  ju s tif ie s  by  a fu r th e r  increase in  the gadgetiy , and so on. Thus the present 
com p lex ity  o f the  fu n e ra l and  its  osten ta tious  d isp lay  o f w ea lth  shou ld  be viewed as a 
p ro x im a l consequence o f pro fessiona l u n d e rta k in g , and  u ltim a te ly  a re s u lt o f the  rise  o f 
popu lous cities.
However, there  are ce rta in  e lem ents o f the  A m erican  c iv il fu n e ra l th a t have 
c o n tin u ity  w ith  past fo rm s o f A m erican fu n e ra l p ractice . A lthough  the fu n e ra l is  the  
th ird  m ost expensive purchase the average Am erican  m akes d u rin g  h is  o r h e r life tim e  -  
a fte r house and au tom ob ile  -  the  fu n e ra l in d u s try  represents a fa ir ly  sm a ll fra c tio n  o f 
the  gross n a tio n a l p roduc t. C e rta in ly  th is  s tands in  s ta rk  con tras t to the  ru ra l 
practices o f M adagascar, where nearly  a  q u a rte r o f the  average person ’s a n n u a l incom e 
is  d irected tow ards ce lebra tions o f the  deaths o f one’s recent ancestors (H u n tin g to n  and 
M etca lf 1979:93-96). L ikew ise, the  Am erican  c iv il fune ra l, bo th  p resen tly  and  d u r in g  
o u r co lon ia l period  is  sho rt; m os t re levan t fu n e ra l p ractice  has ended w ith in  tw o  weeks 
o f death. M ain tenance o f the  grave is perform ed by  employees o f the  cemetery. 
Am ericans sh u n  con tac t w ith  the  dead. By con tras t, the  w idow s and o the r female 
descendants reported  by  Lo ring  D a n fo rth  (1982:35-70) in  The D eath  R itua ls  o f  R ura l 
Greece con tinue  to  v is it  the  grave o f th e ir  loved ones d a ily  fo r between one and  seven 
years a fte r the  death, u n t i l  the  decedent is  exhum ed and the bones placed in  an 
ossuary.
Th is d iscuss ion  also h ig h lig h ts  the  h ie ra rch ica l n a tu re  o f A m erican  fu n e ra ry  r itu a l. 
The fu n e ra l d ire c to r has placed h im se lf in  the  ro le  o f the  m ed ia to r -  an  A m erican  w ho 
w an ts  to care fo r th e ir  ow n dead is  considered exceptional. A bereaved w idow  
addresses h e r concerns abou t how  the deceased shou ld  be hand led  to the  m ed ia ting  
fu n e ra l d irec to r, ra th e r th a n  m a n ip u la tin g  the  body herself. Th is places the  fu n e ra l 
d irec to r in  a pos ition  w here he m ay decline a request o r in te rp re t i t  in  a w ay th a t is  no t
12
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cons is ten t w ith  the  nex t o f k in ’s in te n t. For example, in  m y case 1, the  fu n e ra l hom e 
specified th a t on ly  tea lites  be used instead  o f the  p ro lif ic  q u a n tity  o f candles present a t 
a ll b u t the  sm alles t Neo-Pagan r itu a l service. The fu n e ra l d irec to r becomes a 
gatekeeper to  the p resen ta tion  o f the  dead -  He b rie fly  recu ltu res  the  u n c u ltu re d  “ i t ” 
ra th e r th a n  leaving th is  im p o rta n t role to  the  nex t o f k in .
Taken a ll together, the  Am erican  c iv il fu n e ra l removes the decedent from  the  w o rld  
o f the liv ing , removes th e ir  agency in  a trem endous ly  expensive d isp lay  o f w ea lth  over a 
sho rt period  o f tim e, and sequesters them  away from  the  w orld  o f the  liv ing , to  be cared 
fo r by pa id  specia lists u n t i l  a ll liv in g  m em ory o f the  in d iv id u a l is  lost.
Neo-Paganism as an  In ten tiona l Com m unity in  the United States
Am erican Neo-Paganism is  a recent m ovem ent s itua ted  in  a long tra d it io n  o f 
in te n tio n a l com m un ities  in  the  U n ited  States.  ^ B en jam in  Z ab lock i (1980:31-40) in  h is  
book A liena tion  and  Charism a  describes fo u r periods o f in te n tio n a l co m m u n ity  b u ild in g  
in  A m erica  p r io r  to  the  p resent one. The firs t, d u r in g  the co lon ia l period (1620-1776) 
inc luded  the P lym outh  Colony, the  A m ish , Labad ists, The E ph ra ta  C lo is ter, the 
M oravian B re th ren , and the  Shakers. These groups shared a com m on flig h t from  
European re lig ious persecution  tow ards freedom  o f conscious in  Am erica. F rom  1790 
to  1805, the  Shaker m ovem ent ra d ica lly  expanded, dom ina ting  in te n tio n a l co m m u n ity  
fo rm a tion  in  the  U n ited  States, and  fo rm in g  Zab locki's  (1980) second period.
 ^C u rious ly , m ost research in to  h is to r ica l in te n tio n a l com m un ities  has been perform ed 
u s in g  the concept o f "com m unitas " developed by V ic to r T u rner. B row n p o in ts  o u t th a t 
"the experience o f com m un itas  can be dazzling. People can com m unica te  
spontaneously on the  m ost basic level fo r no o the r m otive th a n  desire. The m ost p riva te  
elem ents o f the  se lf can be free ly and  safely shared. Such com m un ion  can be a 
pow erfu l experience. Sm all w onder th a t people aspire to  its  s u b lim ity  and, once they  
have achieved it ,  do a ll they  can to sus ta in  it."  (2002:24) A lthough  m ost e thnograph ies 
o f Neo-Paganism have a sh o rt b lu rb  acknow ledg ing T urner's  co n tr ib u tio n s , none use 
h is  theo re tica l fram e except in  passing, each instead  u s in g  several theo re tica l fram es o f 
reference. I t  s trikes  me th a t the  core p ro tests o f the  h is to rica l m ovem ents are no longer 
re levant to  a m odem  audience, and  th u s  deta iled va ria tio n  m ay be glossed over, w h ile  
the pro tests o f Neo-Paganism are s t i l l  active ly  be ing resolved in  the  socia l and  p o lit ica l 
landscape. Perhaps th is  d ifference in  in te rp re tive  fram es is a  consequence o f social 
relevance ra th e r th a n  the  streng ths o r weaknesses o f the  respective models.
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Z ab lock i (1980) te rm s h is  th ird  m a jo r period the  "U top ian  Socia lis t Period," 
extend ing  from  1824 to  1848. New H arm ony, B rook  Farm , and  the  O neida colonies 
were founded d u rin g  th is  period, a ll based upon  theore tica l soc ia lis t o rgan iza tions 
w orked  o u t on paper in  advance. Z ab lock i (1980) feels th a t these com m un ities  resu lted  
as a consequence o f social upheavals in  the  U n ited  States as the c o u n try  began to 
in d u s tr ia lize  in  earnest.
The fo u r th  period  Z ab lock i (1980) considers ru n s  from  1890 to  1915, w hen  soc ia lis t 
and  a n a rch is t com m un ities  sprang u p  in  b o th  ru ra l, and fo r the  f irs t  tim e, u rb a n  
settings. M any o f these com m un ities  were socia l experim ents developed from  the 
transcenden ta l w ritin g s  o f Ralph W aldo Em erson. Zab lock i (1980) feels th a t the 
in te n tio n a l com m un ities  o f th is  period were a consequence o f in tense  E uropean 
im m ig ra tio n , the  re su ltin g  w o rk in g  class poverty  and social con flic t.
In  Susan Love B row n 's  (2007) book In ten tiona l Community, she iden tifies  a f if th  
period o f in te n tio n a l co m m u n ity  b u ild in g  from  1965 th ro u g h  the early  1970s. The 
m ovem ents th a t fo rm ed d u r in g  th is  period  were a consequence, she says, o f 
"confronta tions w ith  rac ism , w ar, sexism , and  any nu m b e r o f perceived in ju s tice s  th a t 
le n t a h yp o c ritica l t in t  to m any  o f the  ideals absorbed by  [baby] boom ers " (B rown 
2002:7). A lthough  Neo-Paganism was founded in  the  1930s in  B r ita in , i t  was d u r in g  
th is  m ost recent period th a t Neo-Paganism became a u n iq u e ly  A m erican re lig ion .
Am erican  Neo-Paganism was im po rted  to Am erica  in  the  1960s. The cen tra l beliefs 
o f the  m ovem ent in c lude  a monolatrist"^ u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f d iv in ity ; the  de ifica tion  o f the  
fem in ine  and  the  n a tu ra l w o rld ; an  o rie n ta tio n  tow ards recons truc ting  pre-Christian®  
E uropean beliefs; and a be lie f in  and  p ractice  o f r itu a l magic. The core beliefs o f the  
m ovem ent w il l  be considered in  fu l l  in  chap te r 4, below.
" A rchaeo log ist E ric  H o m u n g  (1996) in  h is  te x t Conceptions o f  God in  Anc ien t Egypt: The 
One and The M any  develops th is  conception o f d iv in ity . For H ornung , a m o n o la try  is  a 
conception o f m u ltip le  d iv in itie s  seen as s im u ltaneou s ly  d iscreet and con jo ined as p a rt 
o f a  greater godhead.
® In  th is  paper, I sha ll use the te rm  “C h ris tia n ” as Neo-Pagans do: A generalized 
w estern , non-Pagan o the r aga inst w hom  they  define themselves. Confer Pike 2 0 0 1 ;x ii
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E arly  sc ien tific  exp lo ra tions o f the  m ovem ent d ism issed Neo-Paganism as an 
inconsequen tia l back lash  aga inst C h ris tia n ity , o r lum ped  i t  together w ith  the  s tu d y  o f 
w itch c ra ft in  tra d it io n a l societies. M argo t A d le r (1979), a  Neo-Pagan scho la r tra in e d  in  
A nthropo logy, w ro te  D raw ing  D ow n The Moon, where she la id  o u t in  e thnog raph ic  te rm s 
the  basic s tru c tu re , va lues, and  fo lkw ays o f the  re lig ion . A fter A d le r 1979 opened the  
floodgates o f pu b lica tio n , e igh t fu l l  leng th  e thnograph ies were pub lishe d  in  q u ick  
succession, m ost addressing Neo-Pagan co n s tru c tio n  o f se lf w ith in  the  coven se tting  
(Luhrm an  1989; Scarboro et al. 1994; O rion  1995; Harvey 1997; Berger 1999; 
Salom onsen 2002; R ountree 2004; M agliocco 2004). Recent w o rks  have addressed 
such  specialized areas as Neo-Pagan dem ographics and  s tru c tu re  (Berger et al. 2003), 
festiva l life  (Pike 2001), r i tu a l too ls  (Magliocco 2001), theology (York 2003), and 
d is c rim in a tio n  (B a m er-B a rry  2005). There also have been several edited volum es 
pub lishe d  in  recent years (H ardm an and Harvey 1996; B la in  et al. 2004). S u rp ris ing ly , 
there  are on ly  tw o books w r itte n  by Neo-Pagans concern ing  fu n e ra l r itu a l, the  Pagan 
Book o fL iin n g  and  D y ing  (S ta rhaw k and M. M acha N ightm are 1997), and  In  the Service 
o f  L ife: A  Wiccan Perspective on D eath  (O’Gaia 2003)® a lthoug h  the  sub jec t is  addressed 
in  passing by several o the r Neo-Pagan au thors .
A lthough  Neo-Paganism began in  B r ita in  in  the 1930s, and has since been exported 
to the  en tire  E ng lish -speak ing  w orld , the  A m erican  b ra n ch  o f the  m ovem ent is  by fa r 
the  largest, p robab ly  n u m b e rin g  over 200 ,000 in d iv id u a ls  (Berger 1999). Nearly every 
“essentia l” theolog ica l tra c t w r itte n  to a Neo-Pagan audience in  the past ten  years o r so 
has been w r itte n  by  an a u th o r liv in g  in  the U n ited  States or Canada. Fu rthe rm ore , a ll 
o f the  large scale new  sects w ith in  the m ovem ent, such  as U n ita r ia n  U n ive rsa lis t 
Pagans (Berger 2003), Neo-Sham ans (York 2003), D ru id ic  and Norse R econstruc tion is ts  
(Berger 2003), and  Goddess W orsh ippers (Salomonsen 1997; Berger 2003), have been 
founded by A m ericans o r ou ts ide rs  transp lan te d  to  the U n ited  States, w ith in  the
® 1 am  indebted  to  W iccan Priestess Susan M o rris  from  Agave S p ir it Grove in  Las Vegas, 
Nevada fo r these tw o sources.
15
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
geographical confines o f the  U n ited  States, and s itua ted  w ith in  an A m erican  socio­
p o lit ica l context. B o th  B r it is h  h is to ry  and  g loba liza tion  aside, con tem pora ry  Neo- 
Paganism  is  an Am erican  re lig ion . Let us  now  consider an e thnog raph ic  exam ple o f an 
A m erican  Neo-Pagan coven.
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CHAPTER 2
MOUNTAIN MOON CIRCLE
A bou t a th ird  o f A m erican Neo-Pagans w o rsh ip  as a p a rt o f a ch u rch  u s u a lly  called 
a coven. In  th is  chap te r 1 w ill in troduce  m y key in fo rm an ts , exp la in  the  dem ographics 
o f the  m ovem ent, and exp la in  the o rgan iza tion  o f the  coven th a t I s tud ied. Th is 
e labora tion  o f the  m a in  s tru c tu ra l features w ill set the  stage fo r an exp lo ra tion  o f the  
core theology o f the  m ovem ent in  chap te r 3.
Key In form ants
M ay Bow m an is  a sp u n ky  53-year-o ld  w ith  a m op o f b londe h a ir  th a t seems to  have 
a life  o f its  own and a d is tin c t ru ra l Pennsylvan ia tw ang to  he r voice. L ike  90.8%^ o f 
Am erican Neo-Pagans, she is  w h ite . She w o rks  as an office m anager a t a 
pha rm aceu tica l com pany near P ittsburgh . She m et he r fu tu re  husband . Ja ck  Bowm an, 
a t a dance in  O ctober 1970. Ja ck  was a h ig h ly  sk illed  m a ch in is t by trade, a u n io n  
m an, w ho w orked fo r the  loca l u t i l i t y  com pany. In  h is  free tim e  he b u ilt  th ings . 
A ny th ing . I f  you  w anted  it. Ja ck  cou ld  -  and  w ou ld , o ften w ith o u t be ing asked -  b u ild  
it. By a ll accounts  the  young  couple were inseparab le , and they m a rrie d  on Ju n e  15, 
1974, m oving  sh o rtly  the rea fte r in to  a sm all house in  the  ru ra l co m m u n ity  o f Groen, 
Pennsylvania, abou t an h o u r east o f P ittsbu rgh , where they w o u ld  spend the res t o f 
th e ir  lives together, u n t i l  J a c k ’s death from  cancer on M arch  18, 2004.
Ja ck  and  M ay have three a d u lt ch ild ren , K uss ina , Sam antha, and Ja c k  J r.
Kuss ina , the  youngest, was 19 a t the  tim e  o f he r fa th e r’s death. She is  m u scu la r from
' A ll s ta tis tics  in  th is  chap te r are taken  from  Helen Berger’s (2003) excellent 
dem ographic o f the  m ovem ent en titled  Voices From  the Pagan Census.
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m any years o f w o rk in g  on and a round  the house, and  smokes like  a ch im ney, 
som eth ing th a t he r fa the r always used to  give he r a h a rd  tim e  about. She has long, 
s tra ig h t b row n h a ir  and  an engaging sm ile. She has com pleted h ig h  school b u t has no 
serious p lans fo r college. K uss ina  describes he rse lf as a so lita ry  p ra c tit io n e r, a  Neo- 
Pagan te rm  fo r a person w ho is  a m a rg ina l m em ber o f the  re lig ion  and shares the  beliefs 
o f the re lig ion , b u t w ho is  n o t associated w ith  any p a rtic u la r group. She is  a r tis tic a lly  
ta lented , and  enjoys p a in tin g  large acry lics. Her precise m em ory fo r de ta il, bo rn  o f 
m any years o f pa in ting , has rendered h e r an excellent in fo rm a n t. M uch  like  h e r fa ther, 
i t  is  n o t u n u s u a l fo r he r to rem em ber precise ly the objects th a t were placed on a shrine , 
where they were acquired, and  th e ir  in d iv id u a l significances. O n he r back, she has a 
m em oria l ta ttoo  to  he r fa the r th a t she designed. She is  p resently  in  a  long te rm  
re la tio n sh ip  w ith  a young  m an  nam ed Casey.
The m idd le  daugh ter, nam ed Sam antha , b u t called “ Sambo” by a ll and  sund ry , is 
ta ll and w iiy  like  h e r m other. She has been liv in g  fo r several years w ith  he r boyfriend  
w ho  is  also nam ed Jack. They have a daugh te r together, E la ine, w ho was ju s t  over tw o 
years o ld  a t the  tim e  o f h e r g ra n d fa th e r’s death. Ja ck  and  Sambo are n o t legally 
m arried , b u t n o rm a lly  re fer to  them selves, and  are referred to by  o thers, as husban d  
and wife. L ike  Kussina, S am antha  has a h ig h  school education. S am antha  does no t 
id e n tify  he rse lf as an Am erican  Neo-Pagan.
Jack, the  on ly  son and o ldest ch ild , is  a  h ig h ly  sk illed  m a ch in is t like  h is  fa th e r and 
a m an o f few  words. He is  f i t  and  m u scu la r, w ith  a p ie rc ing  gaze and  a crew  cu t. W hen 
he speaks, h is  w ords are sharp , to  the  p o in t, and  on target. In  m any  ways he is  a 
s p itt in g  image o f h is  fa the r w hen  he was in  h is  tw enties. Perhaps the  th in g  th a t m ost 
s tands o u t abou t Ja ck  is  h is  voice -  he sounds h a u n tin g ly  like  h is  fa the r, p a rtic u la r ly  to 
an outs ider. And, like  h is  fa the r. Ja ck  is  very loya l and a m an o f h is  w ord ; once h is  
w o rd  is given, he always fo llow s th ro u g h  un less there  is a  darned good reason. Ja ck  is 
employed in  cons truc tion , and  fo r the  pas t several years he has func tione d  as general
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con trac to r, o rgan iz ing  the  co n s tru c tio n  o f the  fa m ily ’s new  residence w h ich  is  the  size o f 
a  sm all apa rtm e n t com plex. Ja ck  does n o t id e n tify  h im se lf as an Am erican  Neo-Pagan.
Dem ographics o f  the Movement
The consensus o f the  lite ra tu re  is  th a t a b o u t tw o th ird s  o f A m erican Neo-Pagans are 
female. A bou t a th ird  o f A m erican Neo-Pagans are lega lly  m arried , b u t on ly  one percen t 
o f the  Neo-Pagan p o p u la tio n  are w idow s o r w idow ers. Ja c k ’s death  forced M ay in to  a 
new  social id e n tity , th a t o f “w idow ” ; a socia l id e n tity  la rge ly unde fined  by  Neo-Pagan 
theology o r tra d itio n . Th is  m ay accoun t in  p a rt fo r the  p ro m in e n t ro le  she to o k  a t h is  
funera l. M ay is also o lder th a n  88 pe rcen t o f Am erican  Neo-Pagans. A lth o u g h  she is 
n o t the  o ldest m em ber o f M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle, bo th  the clergy m em bers who 
celebrated he r h u sb a n d ’s fu n e ra l were younge r th a n  she. Some m em bers o f h e r coven 
are bare ly  o lder th a n  he r ch ild ren . Th is  age d iscrepancy m ay have had  some im p a c t on 
h e r role a t the  fu n e ra l and  her id e n tity  co n s tru c tio n  process.
Ja ck  com pleted h ig h  school, w h ile  M ay had com pleted a year and a h a lf  o f 
unde rg radua te  w ork . In  th is  sense, Ja ck  in  p a r tic u la r was h ig h ly  a typ ica l w ith in  the  
m ovem ent, since m ost Neo-Pagans com plete an underg radua te  degree, and  m any 
com plete advanced degrees. A pp rox im a te ly  92 percen t o f Neo-Pagans have u nde rtake n  
some fo rm  o f postsecondary education, as opposed to  abou t h a lf  o f the  general 
p o p u la tio n  (Berger 2003:32). Berger 2003 also p o in ts  o u t th a t there  is  a d iscrepancy 
between the  average incom e o f Am erican  Neo-Pagans and th e ir  educations. The m edian 
incom e Berger 2003 reports  is  $30,001 to  $40,000. She po in ts  o u t th a t th is  incom e is 
cons is ten t w ith  the  average A m erican incom e w h ich  has hovered a round  $30,000 since 
1989, even tho u g h  A m erican  Neo-Pagan educa tiona l achievem ents d ra m a tica lly  exceed 
the  n a tio n a l m ean. P rio r to  Ja c k ’s death , the  B ow m an fa m ily ’s incom e was in  the  
$50,001 to  $60 ,000 bracket. Since J a c k ’s death, the  su rv iv ing  fa m ily  m em bers have 
had  to strugg le  to  m a in ta in  th e ir  s tanda rd  o f liv ing .
19
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
Several exp lana tions have been offered fo r the  d iscrepancy between education  and 
incom e. Some have noted th a t perhaps Neo-Pagans sacrifice h ig h  pay ing  jo b s  in  favor 
o f tim e  to  pu rsue  th e ir  s p ir itu a l p u rsu its . Berger p o in ts  o u t th a t a large n u m b e r o f 
Neo-Pagans are hom em akers, s tudents , and  wom en, a ll o f w hom  genera lly earn less 
th a n  the  mean. M any o f m y in fo rm a n ts  were employed w ith in  the m ed ica l profession, 
u s u a lly  as nurses and techn ic ians. Berger notes th a t “he lp ing  pro fessions,” in c lu d in g  
nurses, the rap is ts , and  social w orkers, w hen taken  together accoun t fo r abou t ten  
percent o f Neo-Pagans. Lo re tta  O rion  (1995), in  Never A ga in  the B u rn ing  Times, 
suggests th a t there  is  a p a tte rn  o f healers w ith in  the  re lig ion . Berger 2003 notes th is  
fin d in g  as cu rious , b u t inconclus ive . In  m y experience, a large p ro p o rtio n  o f Neo- 
Pagans feel called to  “create hea ling  change in  ourselves, o u r com m un ity , and  o u r 
w o rld ” (M oun ta in  M oon C irc le  C ha rte r n .d .: 1) by re lig ious  means. For example, a ll o f 
the  m em bers o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  have learned basic sk ills  o f hea ling  by lay ing  on 
o f hands. 1 was ta u g h t th is  s k ill before I fo rm a lly  jo in e d  the coven. I t  was considered a 
basic, fu ndam en ta l sk ill. M any m em bers o f the  coven have p a rtic ipa ted  in  fo rm a l 
tra in in g  in  re lig ious hea ling  th ro u g h  m ethods such as R eik i o r C rysta l Therapy. Yet 
m any o f these people w o u ld  n o t define th e ir  occupa tiona l id e n tity  as th a t o f a  healer. In  
short, b o th  Berger 2003 and O rion  1995 are correct; the re  is  a  p a tte rn  o f hea ling , ye t i t  
has lit t le  im p a c t on occupa tiona l s ta tis tics  because few are pa id  fo r th e ir  hea ling  
services, and  even fewer derive th e ir  p r im a ry  source o f incom e from  healing.
J a c k  and  M ay b o th  come from  a w o rk in g  class background ; Paul Fussel (1983) 
w ou ld  describe th e ir  class s ta tus  as “h ig h  p r o le .A l t h o u g h  n e ith e r Ja ck  n o r M ay had
 ^Paul Fussel (1983) in  h is  hum orous  to u r  o f the  Am erican  class system . Class, 
d is tingu ishes  th ree  “w o rk in g  classes,” ins tead  o f the  u s u a l one: the  H igh, M id , and  Low 
Proles. Fussel defines Low Proles as long  te rm  m in im u m  wage w orke rs  such  as those 
stud ied  by B a rba ra  E he in re ich  (2001) in  Nickel and  Dimed. Fussel defines M id-Proles 
as long te rm  fac to ry  w orke rs  and  o the r u n io n  laborers  such as those s tud ied  by  E lio t 
L iebow (1967) in  T a lley ’s Comer. Fussel’s (1983) H igh  Proles are h ig h ly  sk illed , very 
w e ll educated, and  very h ig h ly  pa id  b lue co lla r w orkers , such as m ach ine  shop forem en, 
h igh -rise  iro n  w orkers , o r m aste r carpenters o r jo in e rs . H igh  Proles u s u a lly  b lend  in  
w ith  the m idd le  class in  survey in s tru m e n ts  because o f th e ir  h ig h  fa m ily  incom es, b u t 
are d is tingu ish ed  from  m idd les by la ck in g  the  underg radua te  degree th a t cons titu tes  
one’s tic ke t to  the  m idd le  class.
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m uch  access to m idd le  class social cap ita l, bo th  were deeply invo lved in  th e ir  non-
Pagan com m un ities , and  had  b u ilt  u p  a great deal o f w o rk in g  class socia l cap ita l, w h ich
w ou ld  be key in  the rea liza tion  o f th e ir  m u tu a l dream s. As such, they  stood u p o n  a
bridge, one foot in  a  la rgely C h ris tia n , w o rk in g  class w orld , and  the o the r foo t in  a
m idd le  class, Am erican  Neo-Pagan w orld .
L ike m ost Neo-Pagans, M ay has lit t le  confidence in  Am erican governm enta l, social,
and  fin a n c ia l in s titu tio n s . She describes them  as d ivorced from  h e r needs, self-
in terested, and  p u rs u in g  an agenda th a t clashes w ith  the needs o f the  A m erican  pub lic .
L ike  43 percen t o f Neo-Pagans, M ay is a  registered Dem ocrat; on ly  a t in y  fra c tio n  o f
A m erican Neo-Pagans are registered as R epublicans; m any pa rtic ip a te  in  m arg ina l,
lib e ra l p o lit ica l groups such as the  Green and  C o m m un is t parties. M ay has been active
in  p o lit ica l cam paigns, lobby ing  and grassroots organiz ing, p a rtic u la r ly  fo r cand ida tes
w ho ru n  on a p la tfo rm  em phasiz ing  p ro tec tion  o f the  env ironm en t and basic social
welfare. She is  p a rtic u la r ly  opposed to  b ig  business and w ou ld  characterize  the  U.S.
congress as a den o f thieves:
[Congressmen are] A b u n ch  o f ego tis tica l scofflaws th a t ju s t  love to  te ll o the r 
people w h a t to  do, b u t are sure  the  ru les  d o n ’t  app ly  to  them . A  very few are 
sincere and  t ry  to  do w ell, b u t there  a ren ’t  enough honest ones to  coun te rac t the  
bad ones.
Ja ck  was n o t p o lit ica lly  active. M ay describes h im  as cyn ica l and  d isenchanted  w ith
the p o lit ica l process, and  Am erican  socia l in s t itu t io n s  in  general. Berger 2003 sum s up
the prob lem  succ inctly :
M any Neo-Pagans view  th e ir  s p ir itu a lity  as o ffe ring  an a lte rna tive  image o f the  
re la tio n sh ip  o f people to one ano the r and  to  the  ea rth  -  an image in  w h ich  
people respect each o the r and tre a t M o ther E a rth  w ith  respect. Th is  image is  o f 
less b u re a u c ra tic  societies th a t are based on concern and sharing , and  w h ich  
eschew h ie ra rch ica l in s titu tio n a liz e d  power. For Neo-Pagans th is  image serves 
as an  a lte rna tive  to  w h a t they  believe are the  p rob lem s o f con tem pora ry  life. 
A lthough ... Neo-Pagans use the  p o lit ica l system  to  w o rk  fo r social change, 
u lt im a te ly  they have lit t le  fa ith  in  the  bureaucracies and social in s t itu t io n s  they 
use. [Berger 2003:81]
A lthough  a sm all p ro p o rtio n  o f people have been bo rn  in to  Neo-Pagan fam ilies, 
A m erican Neo-Paganism is  a re lig ion  o f converts. Ja ck  was ra ised in  a C a tho lic  fam ily .
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w h ile  M ay has a P ro testan t fam ily . S ho rtly  before th e ir  f irs t eh ild  was born , they 
became a ffilia ted  w ith  the  Episcopa l C h u rch  dow n the  street from  th e ir  hom e. W hen 
asked abou t th e ir  choice o f re lig ious a ffilia tio n s . M ay responded th a t they fe lt the  
Episcopal C h u rch  was a good com prom ise between the deep h is to ry  and tra d it io n  o f 
Ja c k ’s b ra n d  o f C a tho lic ism , and  the progressive Congregationalism  o f M ay ’s 
P resbyterian u p b ring in g . B o th  fe lt, a fte r some years, th a t the Episeopal C hu reh  was 
n o t m eeting th e ir  needs. I t  w ou ld  n o t be u n t i l  the  ch ild re n  were grown, however, th a t 
they w ou ld  active ly  seek o u t a new  chu rch .
Organization o f  the Coven
M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  is a  m oderate sized W ieean-style eelectic coven® located in  
Groen, Pennsylvan ia  abou t an h o u r ’s drive  east o f P ittsburgh . The coven, lega lly  
inco rpora ted  as a ch u rch  in  Pennsylvania, was founded in  1997, and is  u n u s u a l in  bo th  
its  size and  longevity. L ike m ost so-called “ s to re fron t sects,” W iccan covens tend  to 
collapse w ith in  tw o years; b u t th ro u g h  good m anagem ent, a c lear sense o f the  sacred, 
and  a s trong  sense o f purpose. M o u n ta in  M oon C irele has endured. P ub lic  services 
n o rm a lly  d raw  between th ir ty  and s ix ty  people, w ith  the  exception o f the  “W iccan W ic- 
n ic k ,” a one-day festiva l he ld  eaeh year in  a p u b lic  p a rk  th a t draw s app rox im a te ly  two 
hu n d re d  people.
In  the  h ig h ly  p lu ra lis tic  Am erican  re lig ious landscape, churches young  and o ld  a like  
m u s t compete to  a ttra c t and  re ta in  adherents. As such, a sm all p ro p o rtio n  o f seekers 
are “ shopp ing” fo r a  ch u re h  to  jo in  on a m ore pe rm anen t basis. L ike  m ost M M C 
mem bers, w hen M ay ta lks  abou t he r p re -M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  past, she reports  th a t 
she was d issa tis fied  by he r ea rlie r Episcopa l fa ith . She fe lt th a t the  m em bers o f he r
® Eclectic coven m eans th a t m em bers o f the  coven are n o t obligated to  w o rsh ip  a 
p a r tic u la r  set o f gods th a t are associated w ith  the  coven, b u t m ay ins tead  w o rsh ip  any 
p a rtic u la r  fo rm  o f d iv in ity  th a t they feel speaks to them , so long as they adhere m ore or 
less to a g roup o f com m only  he ld  p rin c ip le s  and practices.
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ch u rch  were closed-m inded. She fe lt th a t the  “peace hugs” given a t the  end o f service
were pe rfu n c to ry  and  w ith o u t m eaning:
We never m ade close friends  [in  the  E p iscopa l C hurch ]. We were very fr ie n d ly  
w ith  them , and they  were very n ice people, b u t I ’ve never fe lt th a t close-bond 
connection  th a t I w anted ... We w o u ld  go over fo r coffee and  d o n u ts  and s tu ff  in  
the  m o rn in g  a fte r the  services, and  ... the  people there  were n ice  b u t 1 ju s t  never 
fe lt d raw n  to  them . 1 a lways th o u g h t th a t there  was som eth ing d iffe re n t th a t 
w asn ’t  qu ite  w h a t 1 was look ing  for.
A n  ou ts ide r w o u ld  also note th a t M ay and Ja ck  w ou ld  have had  lit t le  in  com m on w ith
Episcopa lians; the  E p iscopa l C h u rch  is  composed p r im a rily  o f w e ll educated m idd le  and
u pper-m idd le  class in d iv id u a ls . C ha rism a tic  expression is genera lly avoided in  the
Ep iscopa l C hu rch , whereas i t  is  cen tra l to  the  p ractice  o f A m erican Neo-Paganism.
Susan H a rd ing  (2000), in  The Book o f  Je rry  F a lw e ll describes the  conversion process
as hav ing  tw o d is tin c t phases: cross ing  in to  belief, and crossing o u t o f d isbelie f. The
fo rm er is  the  f irs t, ten ta tive  phase d u r in g  w h ich  the convert has one foo t in  the  o ld
w orld  and the o the r foo t in  the  new  w orld . I t  requ ires a suspension o f d isbe lie f in  the
new  w o rld  w ith o u t d isavow ing be lie f in  the  o ld  w orld . C rossing o u t o f d isbe lie f m eans
d isavow ing the o ld  w o rld  and  accepting  the new  beliefs fu lly , w ith o u t reservation . Not
u n t i l  th is  phase is reached does the  convert feel the  to ta lity  o f im p a c t o f the  eonversion,
the qu icken in g  o f the  im a g in a tio n  th a t becomes the focal p o in t o f a new  id e n tity .
A lthough  the  language they  use is  d iffe ren t, to  m ost Neo-Pagans, H a rd in g ’s (2000)
view  o f conversion w o u ld  sound fa m ilia r. Neo-Pagans say th a t the  conversion process
begins w ith  a "homecoming. " The te rm  describes the  experience o f d iscovering th a t
there  is  a  language to define one's feelings, and a com m un ity  w ith in  w h ich  the  ego is
supported  and grows. One begins lis te n in g  to  o thers, th e ir  w r it in g  and  th e ir  speech,
and  exp lo ring  the  persona l im p lica tio n s  o f th e ir  statem ents. One explores new
poss ib ilities  w h ile  re ta in in g  a f irm  g rip  on one’s previous view  o f rea lity . A t la s t, there
are nam es fo r one’s re lig ious feelings, and  o the r people w ho feel the  same way."*
" I am  indebted  to  D r. C u rt Raney a t St. M a ry ’s College o f M ary land  fo r the  m any 
conversations th a t c la rified  th is  p o in t fo r me.
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Like m ost Neo-Pagans, M ay describes he r cross ing  in to  be lie f as a hom ecom ing.
She feels th a t she a lw a ys  believed  in  the  w ay o f Neo-Paganism, b u t f in a lly  has found
others w ho share he r belief. M ay describes h e r f ir s t  encoun ter w ith  the  cha rism a  o f
Am erican  Neo-Paganism:
Everyone was very w arm , and  very friend ly . Ja ck  and 1 w en t to  the  f irs t  
M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  m eeting, and  as soon as we were there, we knew  we were 
home. T ha t was it. As soon as we m et the people, s ta rted  ta lk in g  to  them , i t  
was an im m edia te  knowledge. T h a t the  connection  th a t we fe lt, the  d raw ing  in  
o f the  v ib ra tio n , the  chem is try  was r ig h t, every th ing  ju s t  c licked. We ju s t  looked 
a t each other, and said “T h is  is  it .  T h is  is  w here we belong.”
M ichae l Y o rk  (1995), in  The Em erging N etw ork  records a survey respondent:
1 b u rs t o u t la ugh in g  w ith  recognition; th is  is  m ine; th is  is  fo r me; I have come 
home. Th is  feeling o f recogn ition  and  com ing  hom e is, in  m y experience, w h a t 
a ll w itches and pagans report... [York 1995:204]
Neo-Pagans can take years to explore the dep th  o f th e ir  hom ecom ing. The te rm  im p lies
belief, a long w ith  an unw illingne ss  to  separate from  secular society. A Neo-Pagan w ho
has come home® w ill p robab ly  n o t be "out " a t w o rk , perhaps n o t even w ith  fa m ily
m em bers, o r close, non-Pagan friends. The fa r m ore d if f ic u lt step, th a t the  C h ris tia n
w ou ld  ca ll "being saved,"' has no com m on nam e am ong Neo-Pagans. The fo llow ing
passage from  the  in tro d u c tio n  to  a p o p u la r Neo-Pagan book describes the  fee ling well:
The charge comes to each o f us  in  a  d iffe ren t m anner. I t  is  the  m om ent in  o u r 
lives w hen  we feel the  m ag ick  o f the  un iverse  cou rs ing  th ro u g h  u s  fo r the  very 
f irs t  tim e, and  we know  beyond a ll rea l and  im ag ined shadows th a t th is  ca lling  
to the  m ysteries is  indeed there. I t  is  n o t a w h im s ica l f lig h t from  rea lity .
[Ravenwolf 1993:7]
The charge is  the  experience th a t the  conservative C h ris tia n  w o u ld  describe as be ing 
saved. The ego, a lready hav ing  crossed in to  belief, now  crosses o u t o f d isbelie f, in  the  
ce rta in ty  th a t its  feelings are very real. The Neo-Pagan w ho has made th is  tra n s it io n  is 
able to "come o u t o f the  broom  closet," fac ing  friends, fam ily , and  co-w orkers in  p u b lic  
acknow ledgem ent o f th e ir  fa ith . However, u n lik e  C h ris tia n  conversion, p rose ly tiz ing  is 
expressly disavowed by the Neo-Pagan com m un ity . Em phasis is placed on developm ent
® Note th a t, a lthoug h  the  te rm  homecoming is  e thnograph ic, 1 have discovered nam e fo r 
th is  experience th a t is used cons is ten tly  from  group to  group in  the  com m un ities  I ’ve 
stud ied.
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o f the  self, the  iden tities . Fo r the f ir s t  tim e, the  convert is  w illin g  to  id e n tify  h im s e lf o r 
h e rse lf as a Neo-Pagan in  non-Pagan circles, regardless o f the  consequences. The old, 
secu lar se lf becomes a m etapho rica l m a rty r. A  new, Neo-Pagan se lf rises from  the  ashes 
o f the  old, spum ed  self.
A H eterarch ica l Structure
The ehu rch  is  organized in to  a set o f th ree heterarchies:® the seekers, the  members, 
and  the kore. M em bers o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  id e n tify  congregants w ho ro u tin e ly  
a ttend  th e ir  services as seekers. There are app rox im a te ly  fo u r h u n d re d  seekers on 
M o u n ta in  M oon C irele 's m a ilin g  lis t; a t any tim e, abou t f if ty  o f these aetive ly a ttend  
services. A  h a n d fu l o f these have attended M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  services cons is ten tly  
fo r several years; the  m a jo r ity  o f seekers are newcom ers, popp ing  in  and  o u t in  
co n ju n c tio n  w ith  th e ir  needs and persona l in te rests . Seekers have no fo rm a l 
re sp o n s ib ility  to  the  group. In fo rm a lly , seekers have helped clean u p  the  ou tdoo r 
sacred spaees where abou t h a lf  the  g ro u p ’s r itu a ls  are perform ed and have provided 
log is tica l and  m a te ria l sup p o rt fo r the  a n n u a l W ic-n ick . Seekers m ake an im p o rta n t 
fin a n c ia l co n tr ib u tio n  to  the  ch u rch  th ro u g h  d irec t co n tr ib u tio n s  (usua lly  abou t $5 per 
person) m ade a t each service, and  by p a tro n iz in g  classes, w orkshops, and serviees 
offered by fu l l  m em bers o f the  coven, b u t n o t d ire c tly  sponsored by the  coven. A n  active 
in d iv id u a l seeker m ig h t m ake donations a m o u n tin g  to  $200 per year to  the  chu rch .
Th is  figu re  is  cons is ten t w ith  donations reported by  abou t tw o th ird s  o f Berger’s (2003) 
respondents.
F u ll membership  in  M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  is  accorded to in d iv id u a ls  w ho are w illin g  
to  m ake a p u b lic , r i tu a l co m m itm en t to  the  coven, to take regu la r re sp o n s ib ility  fo r the
® A heterarchy  is  defined by E r ik  H o m u n g  (1996) in  Conceptions o f  God in  Ancient Egypt: 
The One and  the M any  as a co m m u n ity  o f peers w ith  app rox im a te ly  equal access to 
power and cap ita l, w ho are s itua ted  w ith in  a h ie ra rch ica l re la tio n sh ip  to  one o r m ore 
o the r heterarch ies. Neo-Pagans have m ade a very self-conscious e ffo rt to  es tab lish  
ega lita rian  com m un ities  th a t u s u a lly  seem to  in a d ve rte n tly  re s u lt in  heterareh ies. 1 w ill 
consider th is  fu r th e r  in  chap te r 3.
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lead ing o f re lig ious  services, pe rfo rm  a coven service role, and pa rtic ip a te  in  the  
business o f the  coven. In c lu d in g  r itu a l attendance, business m eetings, and  service 
tasks, a typ ica l coven m em ber spends between ten  and tw en ty  hou rs  each m o n th  on 
coven w ork . W hen an in d iv id u a l expresses in te re s t in  jo in in g  the  coven, they  are given 
a questionna ire  th a t asks them  to  respond in  sh o rt answer fo rm  to  a series o f questions 
abou t th e ir  re lig ious beliefs, th e ir  goals in  jo in in g  the  coven and w h a t they  can offer the  
coven. M ost app lican ts  describe th e ir  re lig ious  lives in  great de ta il in  th e ir  app lica tions , 
w h ich  can reach several pages, typed, sing le  space in  length . The a p p lica tio n  is  then  
c ircu la ted  am ong the  m em bers by em ail, and  considered a t a q u a rte rly  business 
m eeting a ttended by a ll m em bers o f the  coven. The a pp lican t is n o t n o rm a lly  present, 
a lthoug h  there  have been exceptions.
M ost m em bers are accepted w ith  lit t le  fanfare. D u r in g  m y fie ldw ork , e igh t m em bers 
were accepted th ro u g h  th is  process. H a rm ony w ith in  the  coven is  a key value. M ost 
m em bers were assessed by  these c rite ria : Is  th is  in d iv id u a l a n ice person? W ill they 
keep u p  w ith  th e ir  share o f the  w ork?  Can I lead a service w ith  th is  person? One clergy 
m em ber sum m arized these c r ite r ia  w ith  th is  ca tchy  descrip tion : “ I t ’s o u r ‘n o t-an - 
asshole ’ po licy .” B y the tim e  m y fie ld w o rk  d rew  to a close, the  “no t-an-assho le  po licy ” 
had  proven in su ffic ie n t. One m em ber had  been accepted w ho had  serious em otiona l 
prob lem s th a t had  proven d is ru p tive  to  ha rm ony; she subsequently  resigned. A no the r 
m em ber was accepted w ho had  a lready accepted m em bersh ip  in  ano the r coven, and 
w ho was very am biguous in  he r goals fo r jo in in g  the  coven. She, too, v o lu n ta r ily  
resigned. Some m em bers also a ttr ib u te d  a period o f u n u s u a lly  ra p id  tu rn o ve r in  the  
group to  inadequate  screening o f new  m em bers. A pp lica tions began to  be considered in  
m ore de ta il, and  fo r the  f irs t  tim e, in  2005 a prospective a pp lican t was rejected.
I can c lea rly  reca ll the  apprehension o f w r it in g  m y app lica tio n  essay, even tho u g h  1 
was aware th a t, a t the  tim e  1 app lied  fo r m em bersh ip , no one had ever been rejected. 
O ther m em bers have rem in isced  abou t th e ir  app lica tions  as well. Th is  apprehension  is 
the  beg inn ing  o f the  r ite  o f passage in to  m em bersh ip , a complete su rrende r o f power to
26
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
the  M o u n ta in  M oon C irele eom m un ity  th a t cu lm ina tes  w ith  the  r itu a l o f ded ica tion  to 
the  coven, and  the  rega in ing  o f power in  m odified  form .
The kore  are the  s p ir itu a l leaders o f the  chureh . A ll kore m em bers fu n e tio n  as 
elergy m em bers w ith in  the  ch u rch  context; m ost are legally o rda ined m in is te rs . D u rin g  
the  course o f m y research there were u s u a lly  fo u r kore  m em bers o f s ix  active a t any 
tim e. Kore m em bers lead services a t least onee and often several tim es each m on th ; 
represent the  ch u rch  in  the in te rfa ith  com m un ity ; m eet m o n th ly  to  hand le  the  ro u tin e  
business o f the  ch u rch ; lead prospeetive m em bers and  kore m em ber apprentieesh ips; 
and are au thorized  to  pe rfo rm  w edding and fu n e ra l services on beh a lf o f the  chu rch . A t 
the  kore level, in  p ractice , there  is  no vote; a ll kore  m em bers m u s t agree to  bo th  
business and  re lig ious  po licy  proposals. One kore  m em ber described th is  process as 
“ lo u d .” A n  in d iv id u a l m ay be adm itted  to  the  kore  th ro u g h  a year-long  tra in in g  process 
th a t cu lm ina tes  w ith  in it ia t io n  d u rin g  a r itu a l th a t is  he ld  p riva te ly  by m em bers o f the  
kore. Kore m em bers are d is tingu ish ed  by a handm ade, kno tted  gold rope th a t they 
w ear like  a b e lt w hen o ffic ia tin g  o r p a rtic ip a tin g  in  services; on ly  one non -ko re  m em ber 
o f the coven, Nata lie , wears a hand-m ade cord.
The Am erican  Neo-Pagan co m m u n ity  con ta ins  a qu ite  sm all g roup o f cen tra l figures. 
Sayward, fo r example, is a m em ber o f the  Ravenwood coven deseribed by  Searboro et al. 
1994. In  a d d itio n  to  he r gold M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  cord, she also wears h e r red 
Ravenwood cord, and  a b lue cord  from  a th ird  coven in  Texas. Likew ise, Ray was an 
in fo rm a n t fo r Berger 2003. A lice was a eo-founder o f the  S p ira l Scouts, a n a tio n a l Neo- 
Pagan o rgan iza tion  presented as an a lte rna tive  to  the  Boy and G ir l Scouts.
In  p rin c ip le , the  kore  are f irs t  am ong equals. W hen asked o f th e ir  role, kore  
m em bers w il l  emphasize th e ir  service eom m itm en t to  the  coven. A t one p o in t I g rilled  
A lyssa, a  kore  m em ber, a t leng th  abou t a seem ing co n tra d ic tio n  in  the  coven -  i f  a ll 
coven m em bers are equa lly  empowered, w h y  have a kore? She exp la ined th a t a ll 
m em bers are equa l before s p ir it. M em bers w ith  greater dep th  o f experience and 
co m m itm en t to  the  coven w ho have chosen to undergo  the  leng thy  and  em o tiona lly
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t iy in g  kore  appren ticesh ip  are em powered to speak on beh a lf o f the  g roup  as a whole 
because they  are able to  see a bigger p ic tu re  th a t in d iv id u a l m em bers w ho have n o t 
undergone th is  process o f aw aken ing m ig h t n o t grasp. For A lyssa the im p o rta n t p a rt o f 
being a kore  m em ber is  one’s a b ility  to  “ feel s p ir it” speak to you.
Consensus Decision-M aking
A ll coven dec is ion -m ak ing  is  th ro u g h  a process o f consensus. Th is  idea is taken  
a lm ost w ith o u t m od ifica tion  from  the  R ecla im ing W itches described in  Salom onsen 
2002. Neo-Pagans feel th a t A m ericans proceed from  the  assum ption  th a t people w ill 
n o t agree, a ll voices w ill n o t be heard, and  some people w ill a lways leave the  tab le  
unhappy. Th is  d ic ta to rsh ip  o f the  m a jo r ity  specified by the A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  is 
tro u b lin g  to  Neo-Pagans. They v iew  th e ir  consensus process an a lte rna tive  m odel th a t 
a llows a ll voices to  be heard.
W ith  the  assem bled m em bers seated on the  g round  o r in  cha irs  in  a large c irc le , 
o ften in  the  large, open, fin ished  basem ent o f a hom e rented by  tw o o f the  clergy 
m em bers, a m em ber responsib le  fo r coo rd ina tin g  m em bersh ip  ac tiv ities  announces 
a loud  th a t the  group w ill now  consider so-and-so ’s app lica tion  fo r m em bersh ip . She 
w il l  ask, “Are there any concerns?” In  m ost cases a b r ie f d iscuss ion  w ill ensue. “W hat 
jo b  w ill so-and-so take?” “Has so-and-so com pleted the requ ired  classes?” “1 m et so- 
and-so, and  she’s always so po lite  a t r i tu a l. ” W hen the  person fa c ilita tin g  the  m eeting 
senses th a t people are repeating  them selves, she w ill ca ll fo r consensus. Each m em ber 
w il l  ho ld  bo th  hands in  fro n t o f them , pa lm s ou tw a rd  and  down, and  w ill w iggle th e ir  
fingers to ind ica te  th e ir  consent -  a  process in fo rm a lly  called “ tw in k lin g .” The process 
o f tw in k lin g  also represents the  f in a l o p p o rtu n ity  fo r a m em ber to  speak u p  i f  they  have 
a concern. I f  a m em ber ra ises an ob jection  the ob jection  is d iscussed a t leng th , u n t i l  
the  ob jecting  m em ber feels th e ir  concern has been satis fied  and  w ith d ra w s  th e ir  
objection . Rarely, a m em ber w ill ind ica te  th a t th e ir  concern canno t be resolved, and 
d iscuss ion  o f th a t p a rtic u la r  item  w ill be set aside u n t i l  the  m em ber’s concern  can be
28
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
addressed in  p riva te  by the  clergy. There is s trong socia l p ressure  n o t to  be the  on ly  
m em ber in  d issen t in  business decisions. I f  there are no objections, the  fa c ilita to r 
announces th a t so-and-so has been accepted as a m em ber, and  d irects  a m em ber who 
is  ta k in g  notes to  note consensus in  the  m inu tes . The m eeting then  moves on to  the 
n e x t item  o f business and the process is  repeated.
Conflict and  Cooperation
The m em bers o f the  coven acknowledge th a t th e ir  ideal o f consensus is d if f ic u lt  to  
enact in  p ractice , and th a t, even in  an  in te n tio n a l com m un ity , people have tro u b le  
reconc iling  th e ir  disagreem ents. Th is  has resu lted  in  a non -no rm a tive  he te ra rchy  th a t 
is ha rd  to  reconcile  w ith  ega lita rian  ideals.
In  p ractice , a lthoug h  the kore occupies the  top  layer o f the  M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  
hete rarchy, the  kore  m em bers have on ly  a  lim ite d  power to enforce th e ir  w il l  u p o n  the 
group as a whole. Any one kore  m em ber m ay speak fo r the  kore  as a whole; as such, 
d issen t w ith in  the  kore, a lthoug h  present, is  n o t p u b lic ly  acknowledged, and the kore  
p resents a u n ite d  fro n t to the res t o f the  coven. A lthough  the kore  m em bers canno t 
force the  consent o f the  m em bers to  any p a r t ic u la r  proposal, they  can and do use a 
su b s ta n tia l power o f d issen t to  avoid po licy  o r re lig ious  decisions th a t they  feel are n o t 
in  the  best in te res ts  o f the  coven. The kore  represents abou t a q u a rte r o f the  coven. 
W hen the  kore  d issents as a whole, they  m ake a pow erfu l p o lit ica l sta tem ent. L ikew ise, 
w hen the  kore, as s p ir itu a l leaders o f the  co m m u n ity , present a  proposa l, the  proposa l 
is  a lways discussed and often approved.
B y and large, the  m em bers t ru s t  the  ko re ’s s igh t o f the  la rge r v is ion  o f the  coven. 
M ost m em bers agree w ith  the ideal o f kore  m em bers being f irs t  am ong equals. W hen 
co n flic t between m em bers o f the  coven and kore  does appear, they  appear w hen the 
kore  seems to become too pow erfu l. For example, the  kore  meets p riva te ly  once each 
m on th . A t a regu la r business m eeting, ce rta in  m em bers o f the  coven fe lt th a t the  kore 
m eetings shou ld  n o t be p riva te ; w h y  shou ld  these p a rtic u la r m em bers meet in  p riva te
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and  m ake business decis ions th a t the  o the r m em bers were n o t p a rty  to? Kore m em bers
po in ted  o u t th a t the  vas t m a jo r ity  o f d iscuss ion  a t kore  m eetings was o f the  ru n -o f-th e -
m ill,  b u re a u c ra tic  varie ty , and  th a t they  cou ld  n o t im ag ine anyone being in te rested  in
th e ir  de libera tions; a fte r a ll the  fin a l proposals w ou ld  be presented to  a ll the  m em bers
a t a regu la r business m eeting. F u rthe rm ore , as the  s p ir itu a l leaders o f the  com m un ity ,
the  kore often discusses con fiden tia l m em bersh ip  issues and p riva te  s p ir itu a l
counse ling  concerns th a t were between them selves and in d iv id u a l m em bers. In
response to the m em bers concerns, the  kore  agreed to  p u b lish  the  m in u te s  o f th e ir
m eetings to the  m em bers w ith  any iden tifie rs  and  p riva te  kore  business om itted .
F urthe rm ore , a representa tive  o f the  m em bers was selected to  a ttend  kore  m eetings to
add a non-ko re  voice to  the de libera tions. Th is p roposa l served as an equ itab le
com prom ise because the  m em bers fe lt th a t they  w a lked  away from  the  tab le  em powered
to  have a greater voice in  the  business o f the  coven, w h ile  the kore  fe lt th a t n o th in g
m uch  had  changed a t a ll. Th is  so rt o f g ive-and-take between the m em bers and  the kore
is a constan t fea tu re  o f life  in  the  coven.
I t  is  w o rth  n o tin g  th a t proposals p u t fo rw ard  by  kore  m em bers are occasiona lly  n o t
accepted by the  coven as a whole. W hen cons ide ring  the issue o f the  ko re ’s c la im  to the
“b ig  p ic tu re ,” i t  is also w o rth  n o tin g  th a t kore  proposals th a t have been re jected in  the
pas t by the  coven are occasiona lly  p u t back on the  tab le  a few m on ths  la te r by a
mem ber, reconsidered, and accepted. The kore does indeed u s u a lly  have th e ir  fingers
on the pu lse o f the  coven, even i f  i t  is  a t the  expense o f a non -no rm a tive  heterarchy.
Jone Salomonsen (1997), in  Enchanted Fem inism  notes a s im ila r ly  non -no rm a tive
h ie ra rchy  o ccu rrin g  in  the  San Francisco R ecla im ing Collective. Sally, a found in g
m em ber o f the  coven and kore  m em ber, was tra in e d  by m em bers o f Recla im ing, and  her
in fluence  is  read ily  appa ren t in  the  s tru c tu re  o f the  coven and the kore. Salom onsen
1997 describes her in fo rm a n ts  as “people,” w ith  h u m a n  successes and fa ilings:
I t  is obvious th a t the  co n s tru c tio n  called “Recla im ing” was n o t as w elcom ing and 
inc lus ive  in  1990 as in tended  on a social level, no m a tte r how  a lte rna tive  and 
good-in tentioned. Instead  o f representing  “paradise los t” . R ecla im ing was ra th e r
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a co m m u n ity  o f o rd in a ry  people w ho gossiped, h u r t  each o ther, had  lo u d  
d iscuss ions and ins is ted  u p o n  h u m o r and  iro n y  as p rim a ry  c r ite r ia  fo r 
belonging. A t the  same tim e, they  m ade a lo t o f com passionate dem ands on 
each o the r in  te rm s o f experim enting , caring, speaking up , proeessing, fo rg iv ing  
and he lp ing  each o the r grow. [Salom onsen, 1997:60]
Salom onsen 1997 goes on to  evaluate w h y  a m odel in tended to avoid an ins ide r-
ou ts ide r so rt o f re la tio n sh ip  in  p ractice  tends to  emphasize such re la tionsh ip s . She
iden tifies  fo u r po in ts . F irs t, w om en are redefined away from  being care takers and
tow ards be ing pow erfu l. Power exists n o t on ly  in  practiee b u t also in  th re a t o f p ractice ;
the  power o f exc lus ion  and in c lu s io n  is  p a rt o f the  process o f c la im in g  the pow erfu l
female. Seeondly, the  consensus process lends a u th o r ity  to those w ith  age and
experience. Salom onsen 1997 notes th a t som etim es Recla im ing w itches w ho had  age
and experience w ou ld  use the consequentia l a u th o r ity  in  non -no rm a tive  ways. I have
n o t w itnessed th is  in  the M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  com m un ity . However, in  M o u n ta in
M oon C ircle, those w ho are em powered to  p a rtic ipa te  in  the consensus process are seen
as hav ing  a u th o r ity  over those w ho canno t pa rtic ipa te . The R ecla im ing m ovem ent
e xp lic itly  a ttem p ts  to  com bine re lig ious  ac tion  w ith  p o lit ica l action ; a u th o r ity  th u s  is
given to  those w ith  m ore tim e  to com m it to  p o lit ica l causes. Th is th ird  p o in t is  no t
nearly  so evident in  M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le , because M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  as a group
does n o t con jo in  p o lit ica l ac tion  and re lig ion , a lthoug h  some m em bers. L ike  N ata lie  and
Sally, do on a persona l basis. The fo u r th  c r ite r ia  th a t Salom onsen 1997 notes is  th a t in
the Reelaim ing C om m un ity , there  were no fo rm a l ru les  fo r m em bersh ip  -  p a rtic ip a tio n
was th ro u g h  ac tion  and leadersh ip . L ikew ise, in  M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle, the  “n o t-an -
asshole” po licy  is  qu ite  vague. The kore  appren ticesh ip  is  h ig h ly  ind iv idua lize d , and  the
in d iv id u a l appren tice  u s u a lly  has lit t le  idea o f w h a t she o r he is seeking u n t i l  i t  is
found.
The s tru e tu ra l qua lities  o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  are a consequence o f the  core 
theology o f the  m ovem ent. In  the  nex t chapter, we w ill explore th a t theology.
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CHAPTER 3 
THEOLOGY
The re lig ious  practices I w itnessed m em bers o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irele pe rfo rm  are 
resolved from  a corpus o f com m only  he ld  Neo-Pagan beliefs, m ost o f w h ieh  are 
them selves resolved from  e ithe r a grand theolog ica l p roposa l o f im m anence; are a 
consequence of, o r are in tended  to  m a in ta in , a sense o f com m un itas ; o r re flec t beliefs 
com m only  he ld  by m em bers o f the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion . Th is  ehapter w ill explore the 
concept o f im m anence, im p o rta n t beliefs he ld  by  m em bers o f the  m ovem ent, and  typ ica l 
practices IVe w itnessed a t re lig ious ac tiv ities  hosted by m em bers o f the  coven. These 
practices shou ld  be construed  as a p ro x im a l source o f Neo-Pagan fu n e ra ry  r itu a l, and  
are presented to  c la r ify  the  significanee o f key e lem ents o f the  Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l r itu a l.
I f  a researcher were to  suggest to  an Am erican  Neo-Pagan th a t th e ir  re lig ion  is 
fu n d a m e n ta lly  rooted in  C h ris tia n ity , they m ay fin d  them selves fig u ra tive ly  ta rred , 
feathered, and  ca rried  o u t on a ra il. W hen I made th is  suggestion once to  one o f m y 
in fo rm an ts , she very a b ru p tly  responded by  pa raph ra s ing  M argot A d le r (1979): “We 
w orsh ip  n e ith e r the  C h ris tia n  God n o r the  C h ris tia n  dev il.” Yet, none the  less, w hen an 
ou ts ide r observes an A m erican Neo-Pagan r itu a l, the  s im ila ritie s  to  lib e ra l P ro testan t 
denom ina tions such as U n ita ria n s  o r Q uakers are s tr ik in g . C erta in  Neo-Pagan 
theolog ica l e lem ents appear to  be on ly  s lig h tly  a lte red from  the  P ro testan t m ovem ent, 
in c lu d in g  key rite s  o f passage such  as the  h and fa s ting  (wedding) r itu a l and  the 
sa in tin g ' (baptism ) r itu a ls . Parts o f the  regu la r fu l l  m oon and sabbat services -  the  
Neo-Pagan equ iva lents to the S unday chu reh  serviees -  are also s tr ik in g ly  s im ila r  to 
correspond ing  p a rts  o f C h ris tia n  o rder o f service, such  as the  “cakes and ale”
Pronounced “ sane-ing”
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sacram ents, w h ich  are very rem in iscen t o f C atho lic  Mass and sacram enta l use o f food 
th ro u g h o u t P ro testantism . Am erican  Neo-Paganism is  fu r th e r  s itua ted  w ith in  the 
A m erican c iv il re lig ion , w h ich  its e lf  is  fu n d a m e n ta lly  P rotestant. One can h a rd ly  ta lk  
abou t Am erican  Neo-Paganism w ith o u t ta lk in g  abou t C h ris tia n ity .
S u rp ris in g ly  then , m ost e thnographers o f A m erican Neo-Paganism gloss over th is  
touchy  sub ject, addressing on ly  the som ewhat d iffe ren t sub ject o f overt co n flic t between 
Neo-Pagans and conservative C h ris tia n s  (cf. Pike, 2001;x ii). None the  less, one canno t 
unde rs tan d  the  m ak ing  o f an  Am erican  Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l w ith o u t f irs t  cons ide ring  the 
re la tio n sh ip  between Neo-Paganism and the broader A m erican theo log ica l landscape.
Sources fo r  Am erican Neo-Paganism
E thnographer Sarah Pike (2001), in  E a rth ly  Bodies, M agical Selves, a  d iscuss ion  o f 
A m erican Neo-Pagan festiva ls, sum m arizes fo u r core social and  theo log ica l sources fo r 
con tem pora ry  Neo-Paganism. They are:
(1) Pre-Christian European “fo lk ” trad itions. M any Neo-Pagans c la im  p re -C h ris tia n  
E uropean roots; Ja ck  and  M ay fo r exam ple bo th  saw them selves as a ffilia ted  w ith  
European deities. A lthough  the  con tem pora ry  Neo-Pagan u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f these roots 
is  taken  la rge ly n o n -c r it ic a lly  o u t o f th e ir  o rig ina l soc iopo litica l con text and  h ig h ly  
rom antic ized , the  roots rem a in  none the  less and  serve to  anchor Neo-Pagans in  a 
p a rtic u la r geographical and  tem pora l loca tion  c rea ting  a com m on fram e o f reference fo r 
a shared id e n tity . The rom antic ized  w ritin g s  o f ce rta in  early  an th ropo log is ts , 
p a rtic u la r ly  M argare t M u rra y  and M argare t Mead, have co n tr ib u te d  to  the  Neo-Pagan 
ro m an tic iza tion  o f the  past by lend ing  i t  an a ir  o f “science.”
(2) The “e lite ” r itu a l magic o f  Europe. The w estern occu lt m ovem ent began in  Europe 
in  the 1860s, and reached its  he igh t d u r in g  the  1890s. D u rin g  th is  period, new ly  
founded “anc ien t” r i tu a l g roups created, collected, and organized a large body o f 
w ritin g s  o f m edieval a lchem ists, recen tly  decoded E gyp tian  docum ents such  as the 
“B ook o f the  Dead,” A sian ph ilosop h ica l tra c ts  th a t were p rev ious ly  h a rd  to  come by  in
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the  west, and  conventiona l c lass ica l Hebrew, Greek, and  L a tin  w ritin g s  in to  several 
organized theolog ica l systems. The m ost s ign ifican t o f these eerem onia l m agic 
o rgan iza tions was the H erm etic  O rder o f the  Golden Dawn. The Golden D aw n ’s 
m em bersh ip  ros te r reads like  a w ho ’s-who o f 19^ *^  ce n tu ry  B r it is h  occu ltism , in c lu d in g  
the fam ed and often reviled A le is te r Crowley; psych ic D ion  F ortune ; A r th u r  E dw ard  
W aite and  P am ilia  Colem an S m ith , p roduce r and  a r t is t  respective ly o f the  f ir s t  m ass 
produced ta ro t pack; noted Egypto log ist A. E. W allis  Budge; and  the Ir is h  poet W illia m  
B u tle r  Yeats. The Golden D aw n ’s system  o f degrees, taken  d ire c tly  from  Freem asonry, 
w ou ld  precede the he te ra rch ica l o rgan iza tion  o f m u ch  o f m odem  Neo-Paganism, and 
th e ir  co rpus o f theolog ica l m a te ria l w ou ld  be b road ly  in te rp re ted  and re in te rp re ted  by 
th e ir  20'*" ce n tu ry  successors. These practices com bined w ith  tra d it io n a l Am erican  
s p ir itu a lis t p ractices w ou ld  fo rm  the theolog ica l backbone o f the  m ovem ent in  the 
U n ited  States.
(3) N ature Religions. The th ird  p rin c ip le  source fo r A m erican Neo-Paganism is  the 
“n a tu re  re lig io n ” m ovem ent in  the  la s t q u a rte r o f the  19“’ and f irs t  q u a rte r o f the  20 “ " 
cen tu ries  in  the  U n ited  States, in c lu d in g  the  New E ng land  T ranscenden ta lism  o f R a lph 
W aldo Em erson and E uro -A m erican  in te rp re ta tio n s  o f Native A m erican sham anism .
(4) 1960s Counterculture. The fo u rth  key source fo r A m erican Neo-Paganism is  the 
1960s co u n te rcu ltu re , in c lu d in g  such elem ents as experim en ta tion  w ith  psychedelic 
drugs, the  fe m in is t m ovem ent, g row ing ecological awareness, science fic tio n  and  fan tasy  
novels, and  fasc ina tion  w ith  As ian  re lig ions, in c lu d in g  Zen and T ibe tan  B u d d h ism  and 
va rious  fo rm s o f H indu ism . The 1960s co u n te rcu ltu re  shou ld  be construed  as 
p rov id ing  the  m a jo r ity  o f overtly  social and  po litica l elem ents o f m odem  Neo-Paganism, 
whereas the  m a jo r ity  o f s tr ic tly  theolog ica l e lem ents come from  the f irs t  three.
In te res ting ly , i t  to o k  the  in s ig h t o f Jone Salom onsen from  the U n ive rs ity  o f Oslo -  a 
fo re igner to  b o th  Neo-Paganism and to  the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  -  to  begin the  process 
o f p lac ing  Neo-Paganism w ith in  a broader re lig ious fram e. Salom onsen is tra in e d  bo th  
as a com parative  theo log ian and as an an th ropo log is t -  th u s , a lthoug h  she used an
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anth ropo log ica l m ethodology, pe rfo rm ing  p a rtic ip a n t observation  research o ff and  on 
from  1985 to  1997 am ong the San Francisco “R ecla im ing” fe m in is t W itches as p a rt o f 
h e r d isse rta tion  research, she in h e rite d  a d iffe ren t set o f theo re tica l b iases from  those o f 
m ost researchers in  the  fie ld. Th is  d is tance allowed h e r to evaluate bo th  A m erican Neo- 
Pagans and the A m erican c iv il re lig ion.
The San Francisco R ecla im ing Collective th a t Jone Salom onsen (1997) s tud ied  offers 
an excellent exam ple o f la te  2 0 *  C en tu ry  re in te rp re ta tio n  o f the  fo u r key sources fo r 
Neo-Paganism m entioned above. In  the  f irs t  chap te r o f her e thnography, en titled  
Enchanted Fem inism , she argues th a t theology can be “gendered.” For Salom onsen 
1997, theology exists in  reference to  the  phys ica l bodies th a t o u r reflexive selves 
occupy. G iven th a t Neo-Paganism is  an Am erican  re lig ion , and  a p ro d u c t o f an 
essentia lly  P ro testan t re lig ious  landscape, she argues th a t the  R ecla im ing W itches o f 
San Francisco have in h e rite d  th e ir  conception o f how , precisely, re lig ion  is  gendered 
from  th e ir  P ro testan t ancestors, w ho them selves received i t  from  Rom an C atho lic  
u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f gendered theology p r io r  to  the  R eform ation. Thus, d u r in g  the  m idd le  
ages:
M en’s a u th o r ity  was derived from  th e ir  educa tion  and  o rd ina tion ; [while] 
w om en ’s re lig ious  power derived from  in s p ira tio n  o r ecstatic v is ita tio n . Thus, 
the  opposition  between know ledge received exte rna lly  (priests) versus know ledge 
received in te rn a lly  (mystics) was represented as a d icho tom y between the 
learned and the  igno ran t, w h ich  in  m edieval Europe co incided w ith  the 
h ie ra rch ica l opposition  between m en and wom en. ... W hen w itches confess to a 
theology o f “ im m anence, in te rconnec tion  and co m m u n ity ” , th e ir  d iscourse 
resembles to  a large ex ten t a s u b c u ltu ra l heritage line  in  the  C h ris tia n  tra d it io n  
w h ich  in  m edieval tim es  was p r im a rily  associated w ith  wom en (and heretics). 
[Salomonsen 1997:14-15]
The basic theolog ica l p roposa l here is  th a t the  d iv ine  becomes a p a rt o f a person in  
co n ju n c tio n  w ith  th e ir  b ir th , n o t as a consequence o f r itu a l behavio r such as bap tism  o r 
o rd ina tion . Access to  the in n e r sacred is  a b ir th - r ig h t o f a ll h um ans  from  th is  
perspective, n o t res tric ted  by social class, m em bersh ip  to  any p a r t ic u la r  in s titu t io n , or 
g ift o f a person o f a u th o rity . To an A m erican  Neo-Pagan, d iv in ity  is  im m anen t: i t  is  p a rt 
o f bo th  the  n a tu ra l w o rld  and hum ans w ho live in  th a t w orld . Neo-Pagans co n tra s t th is
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im m anence to a “m ascu line ” P ro testan t theology where god stands a p a rt from  the  w o rld  
w ith  a ll its  troub les , and sacred s ta tus  m u s t be conferred th ro u g h  r itu a l.
O bviously, the  p rin c ip le  o f im m anence is  fu n d a m e n ta lly  a n tith e tie a l to  the  
in s t itu t io n  o f dogma; how  w ou ld  one person o r g roup have the  a u th o r ity  to  im pose 
dogma from  above? I f  a m em ber o f the  re lig ion  d id  n o t fo llow  the dogma, w ho w o u ld  
im pose theolog ieal consequences? B y w h a t a u th o r ity  cou ld  a person say th a t h is  o r her 
vers ion o f praetice is  p re fe ren tia l to  th a t o f ano the r i f  the  d iv ine spa rk  lives equa lly  in  
all?
Salom onsen 1997 te lls  us  th a t the  Reela im ing Collective has p laced the fin a l source 
-  the  socia l and  p o lit ica l agenda o f the  1960s co u n te rcu ltu re  - in  a place o f theolog ica l 
p r io r ity  over the  o the r th ree sources. Salom onsen 1997 cau tions us  n o t to  take he r 
theolog iea l read ing  o f the  R ecla im ing Collective as representa tive o f o the r Neo-Pagan 
organ izations, and  h e r cau tion  has been noted  by o the r e thnographers. Berger 2003 
in te rp re ts  th is  w a rn in g  to  ind ica te  th a t the  theology o f the  R ecla im ing Collective is 
representa tive o f fe m in is t Neo-Pagans in  the  U n ited  States exclusively. Two o f the  
fo u n d in g  m em bers o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  are them selves also m em bers o f the  
R ecla im ing Collective, and  th e ir  in fluence  appears w r it  large in  the  theology o f the 
organization.
Salom onsen’s 1997 p o in t canno t be overstated -  For A m erican Neo-Pagans, the  core 
theolog ica l p ro tes t consists o f a re jection  o f the  m ascu line , h ie ra rch ica l, and dogm atic, 
in  favor o f the  fem in ine , ega lita rian , com m una l, and ecstatic. None the less, Neo- 
Pagans are fu n d a m e n ta lly  p a rtic ip a n ts  in  the h ie ra rch ica l and dogm atic Am erican  c iv il 
re lig ion . H ere in lies the fu ndam en ta l tens ion  and  co n tra d ic tio n  w h ich  m u ch  be 
resolved in  bo th  Neo-Pagan be lie f and practiee.
Neo-Pagan Core Beliefs
I f  yo u  ask a m em ber o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irele abou t th e ir  core beliefs, m ost w ill 
d irec t you  to  the  p rin c ip le s  la id  o u t in  the  coven’s charte r. I have based th is  lis t  o f
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beliefs on the  fo rm a t o f the  beliefs presented in  the  charte r, a lthoug h  I have a lte red i t  
extensive ly based upon  the  practices th a t I w itnessed. I found  the  degree o f fa m ilia r ity  
w ith  the  p rin c ip le s  la id  o u t in  the  ch a rte r he ld  by in d iv id u a l m em bers o f the  coven to  be 
h ig h ly  variab le . A ll m em bers, however, seem to  enact behaviors eons is ten t w ith  the  
fo llow ing  l is t  o f beliefs.
(1) Consensus. The m em bers o f M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle va lue  ha rm ony, consensus, 
autonom y, self-awareness, and  elose, fee ling-oriented, m ean ing fu l in te rpe rsona l 
re la tions. Th is  be lie f is  bo th  a stra tegy o f in te rae tion  in tended  to  m a in ta in  a  sense o f 
com m un itas , and  a consequence o f the  theology o f im m anence o u tlin e d  above. O f 
course, in  practice  va lues can co n flic t w ith  one ano the r in  im p lem en ta tion . I t  is  each 
Neo-Pagan’s d u ty  to  a id  o thers in  th e ir  jo u rn e y  o f self-awareness. W hen a eon flic t 
occurs, idea lly , Neo-Pagans are to  seek a consensus arrangem ent th a t a llow s each 
in d iv id u a l to  pu rsue  th e ir  own p a th  in  ha rm ony. Neo-Pagans re fer to  th is  process o f 
nego tia tion  as the  idea l o f “perfeet love and perfeet t ru s t . ” The eoven m odels th is  idea l 
fo r m em bers th ro u g h  the  consensus d ispu te  reso lu tion  process la id  o u t in  the  exam ple 
above.
(2) H eterarchy. In  A m erican Neo-Pagan r itu a ls , the  idea o f se tting  one o r m ore 
in d iv id u a ls  apa rt as priv ileged is  abho rren t and to  be avoided. Th is  assertion  o f 
absolute equ ity  is  a consequence o f the  theology o f im m anence. However, as he irs  to 
the  Am erican c iv il re lig ion , the  m em bers o f M o u n ta in  Moon C irc le  are used to  opera ting  
in  h ie ra rch ica l o rgan izations. In  practice , the  coven is  organized in to  a  n u m b e r o f 
fo rm a l and  in fo rm a l heterareh ies o f peers, where a ll m em bers o f each respective peer 
group have approx im ate ly  equal access to power and  resources.
W ith  th is  said, u n d e r any c ireum stances where equ ity  is fu n c tio n a lly  possible, i t  is 
a ttem pted. For exam ple, ra th e r th a n  congregants approach ing  a E ucha ris tie  m in is te r, 
a t a M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  fu ll m oon service, every person becomes a E ucha ris tie  
m in is te r, feeding saeram enta l w ine  and bread to the  person on the le ft and reeeiving i t  
from  the person on th e ir  r ig h t. In  theory, in  th is  com m un ity , every voice is  heard.
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However, as Am ericans, Neo-Pagans va lue  th e ir  persona l accom p lishm en t o f th e ir  
jo u rn e y  o f the  soul, and use th e ir  nam es and th e ir  m a te ria l c u ltu re  to com m unica te  
th a t jou rney . W hen a congregant says to  the assem bled group, “ I am  B la ckW in te r and  1 
am  a m em ber o f M M C ,” she is  m a k in g  a  s ta tem ent o f he r persona l lo ca tion  in  her 
p ro ject o f ego developm ent. However, the  ou ts ide r w o u ld  note th a t she is  also m a k in g  a 
sta tem ent th a t has im p lica tio n s  in  te rm s o f dec is ion -m ak ing  power, fo ru m  fo r 
leadership , and o the r em pow erm ent to  persona l expression th a t a person w ho is  n o t 
e n title d  to  c la im  m em bersh ip  in  M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  w ou ld  n o t be empowered to  
express in  th is  p a r tic u la r p u b lic  fo rum , regardless o f th e ir  loca tion  on th e ir  s p ir itu a l 
jo u rn e y . A lthough  seating a round  the  c irc le  does n o t fo llow  a pa tte rn , w hen  a m em ber 
says h e r nam e, she iden tifies  he rse lf as a m em ber o f the  coven. These sta tem ents o f 
m em bersh ip , rea ffirm ed  by  the  gold cords w o rn  by  m em bers in  the  c irc le , a ffirm  before 
the  sacred the  existence o f layered groups o f peers, o r heterarch ies: m em bers o f the  
coven and v is it in g  seekers, us  and  them . Th is  tens ion  between the  ega lita rian  idea l on 
the  one hand , and the  h ie ra rch y  o f the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  on the o ther, is  a 
cons tan t fea tu re  o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  m em bers lives together.
(3) Energy. A ll e thnographers o f A m erican  Neo-Paganism and the New Age re p o rt a 
be lie f in  an a n im a lis tic  psych ic  energy; th is  be lie f seems cen tra l to  the  m ovem ent. 
Energy is  u s u a lly  construed  as an om nipresen t, m o ra lly  n e u tra l m an ipu la teab le  force 
th a t m ay be m od ified  th ro u g h  r itu a l m eans to  do ju s t  abou t a n y th in g  th a t the 
p ra c tit io n e r can conceive of. In  practice , energy is also considered to  be a p ro p e rty  o f 
an object, place, o r person, and m ay be construed  as “pos itive ” o r “negative.” M uch  o f a 
Neo-Pagan’s fo rm a l tra in in g  consists o f le a rn ing  to  become aware o f and  m a n ipu la te  
energy.
The em phasis upon  energy m ay be a consequence o f the sense o f com m un itas  
created w ith in  the  lim in a l space o f the  r itu a l circ le . A lthough  Neo-Pagans m a n ipu la te  
energy outs ide  the  r itu a l c irc le , m ost use o f energy occurs w ith in  the  r itu a l circ le . The
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circ le  is  seen as a con ta ine r fo r energy by  Neo-Pagans. Th is con ta ine r is  expressly a 
l im in a l space.
A lthough  an ou ts ide r m ay look a t energy as a w ord  fo r the  effervescence created by 
com m un itas , energy is  seen by Neo-Pagans as “ rea l,” as a tang ib le  substance th a t can 
be m an ipu la te d  by a p rope rly  tra in e d  p ra c titio n e r. Energy can be given bo th  a fo rm  
and a m o ra l q u a lity  desired by the p ra c titio n e r. Energy is  given phys ica l fo rm  by 
v isua liz ing  the  eom pleted fo rm  w ith in  space, n o rm a lly  in  fro n t o f the  p ra c titio n e r. 
L ikew ise, i f  someone were to place a curse on someone else,^ they w ou ld  a llow  
them selves to  feel anger and rage ins ide  them selves as they empowered w hatever r itu a l 
ob ject they  were u s in g  fo r the  curse.
W hen asked, Neo-Pagans often com pare energy to e lectric ity . Energy located w ith in  
a person can be construed  as balanced o r im balanced. A n im balance o f energy (too 
m uch, too lit t le , the  w rong k ind ) is seen as hav ing  a negative im p a c t on the  in d iv id u a l 
person. I t  is  considered very unsafe, even irresponsib le , to  send a person hom e “w ire d ” 
on energy, especia lly i f  th a t person has n o t been tra in e d  to hand le  the energy. A 
reasonable Neo-Pagan w o u ld  expect a  person w ho is  “h ig h  on energy” to  experience 
pa rano rm a l experiences outs ide  o f the  c irc le , to  behave u n u s u a lly  o r e rra tica lly , o r to 
experience w ild  m ood swings. Since Neo-Pagans are obligated to cause no harm , 
know ing ly  sending someone away w ith o u t “g round in g ” them , o r r itu a lly  rem oving  the 
im ba lance  o f energy -  p a rtic u la r ly  i f  they  were expected to drive  an au tom ob ile  - w ou ld  
be considered m o ra lly  objectionable. In  p a rtic u la r ly  in tense r itu a ls , coven m em bers 
w ho have spec ia lis t know ledge o f g round in g  are asked in  advance to be ready to  a id  
anyone w ho becomes overwhelmed. There is  a d irec t l in k  between the concept o f energy 
and a Neo-Pagan’s concept o f sp ir it. Energy is  a log ica l extension o f bo th  the  godhead 
and the n a tu ra l w orld .
® A ll o f the  Neo-Pagans I ’ve ta lked  to  bo th  a ffirm  th a t they know  how  to  place curses on 
o the r people and  expressly d isavow  th a t they ever w o u ld  do it, because i t  is n o t in  the  
s p ir it  o f harm lessness noted below. In  p ractice , the  p ro h ib itio n  aga inst curses ends u p  
be ing one o f the  m ost im p o rta n t “ th o u  sh a lt n o t” p rosc rip tions  o f the  m ovem ent.
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A lthough  the Neo-Pagan concept o f energy seems to be an  e labora tion  and 
a n im a tism  o f the  com m un itas  concept, the  idea o f the  effacy o f a n im a tis tic  energy 
seems to  also be present in  the  general Am erican  popu la tion .
(4) Protestant w o rk  ethic. M ost Neo-Pagan r itu a ls , p a rtic u la r ly  those th a t w ou ld  no t 
be construed by  an ou ts ide r as rites  o f passage, are term ed “w o rk in g s ,” and  are 
suggestive o f a b road ly  he ld  P ro testan t w o rk  e th ic  w ith in  the  com m un ity . Th is , o f 
course, is d raw n  from  the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  and  reapp lied  to  the  Neo-Pagan p ro jec t 
o f self-grow th. To pa rtic ip a te  in  a  Neo-Pagan service is  to w o rk  on one’s ow n s p ir itu a l 
jo u rn e y  o f ego developm ent; to  w o rk  w ith  o thers in  co m m u n ity  developm ent; and  to  use 
m agic to  create Neo-Pagan va lues o f ha rm ony and peace in  the  greater w orld .
(5) The sanctity  o f  sexua l expression. Neo-Pagans value freedom  o f sexual 
expression. As such, open expression o f sexual behavior, taboo accord ing  to  the 
Am erican c iv il re lig ion , is  free ly expressed in  a Neo-Pagan com m un ity . Sexual re la tions  
between m em bers o f the  coven were n e ith e r avoided n o r d iscouraged d u r in g  m y tim e  
there. Three m em bers o f the  coven are openly gay. Three are active ly  po lyam orous. 
Several m em bers o f the  co m m u n ity  are active ly b isexua l or have experim ented w ith  
b isexua lity . The co m m u n ity  is  p a rtic u la r ly  to le ra n t o f non -no rm a tive  sexual behavio r 
so long as the  behavio r is  consensua l and n o t h a rm fu l anyone involved.
I f  one m ig h t n o rm a lly  cons true  the  C a tho lic  m ass as r itu a l cann iba lism , th e n  the  
“great r ite ” w h ich  stands a t the  h ea rt o f the  regu la r fu l l  m oon service is  openly 
acknow ledged r itu a l sex. The dagger and  chalice are clear and  p resent a llu s io n s  to, 
respective ly, the  m ale and female sex organs. The r itu a l is  seen as r itu a l in te rcourse  
between the a rche typ ica l fem in ine  in  the fo rm  o f the  goddess and the  a rche typ ica l 
m ascu line  in  the fo rm  o f the  god. The re su ltin g  u n io n  generates h a rm on iou s  energy, 
love and tru s t. M em bers o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  re fe r to  th is  r i tu a l as a “ sym bolic  
great r ite ,” since in  th e o iy , the  great r ite  occurs w hen the  priestess and  p rie s t engage in  
sexual in te rcourse . A t M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle, there  is  no d irect, phys ica l in te rcourse  
between ce lebrants; n o r have I observed any p u b lic  instances o f in te rcou rse  between
40
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
ce lebrants a t any o f the  o the r covens o r festiva ls th a t 1 have attended. I t  seems th a t 
there is  r i tu a l in te rcourse  between ce lebrants w ho are also ro m a n tic  pa rtne rs  in  priva te . 
Several in fo rm a n ts  have m entioned o r a lluded  to  r itu a l in te rcourse  w ith  th e ir  spouses 
o r long te rm  ro m a n tic  pa rtne rs . Th is  suggests th a t Neo-Pagan sexual license, o ften 
d iscussed in  the  lite ra tu re  (Berger 1999; Harvey 1997; Salomonsen 2002; Pike 2001) 
fo llow s the  conven tiona l ru les  fo r the  d iv is ion  o f p u b lic  and p riva te  in  A m erican  c iv il life, 
and  m ay be som ewhat overstated in  the  lite ra tu re . Pike suggests th a t the  ce n tra lity  o f 
sexual sym bolism  in  A m erican Neo-Paganism  re su lts  from  the m ora l a m b ig u ity  
concern ing  sex and gender th a t faces A m ericans as a whole. Sex-play is  co-opted by 
Neo-Pagans as p a rt o f the  se lf-de fin ition  p ro jec t o f the  ego. T h a t se lf-de fin ition , in  tu rn , 
helps in d iv id u a ls  to negotia te the  am biguous boundaries o f la te  m odern ity .
A lthough  the  language and experience o f Neo-Pagan sexual expression is  la rge ly 
d is tille d  from  non-Pagan c o u n te rc u ltu ra l m ovem ents, such as po lyam ory -  m ost o f 
w h ich  are m a rg ina l to the A m erican c iv il re lig ion  -  the  open acceptance o f a lte rna tive  
fo rm s o f sexua lity  is  p robab ly  a consequence o f the  theology o f im m anence, where the 
fem in ine  is  given theolog ica l equa lity  to  the  m ascu line , and any  m eans o f sha ring  the  
d iv ine spa rk  is  to  be celebrated.
(6) Harm lessness. M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle, like  m ost W icean covens, expressly 
disavows any act th a t ha rm s o the r people. Th is pos ition  has been expressly a rticu la te d  
since the  fo u n d in g  o f the  f irs t  W iccan sects in  the  1930s in  B r ita in . The ea rly  elem ents 
o f the  re lig ion  have been abandoned o r ra d ica lly  a ltered by m ost m odem  A m erican  Neo- 
Pagans,® ye t th is  concept has rem ained constan t. Some Neo-Pagans take th is  
a d m on ition  aga inst h a rm  to  its  log ica l conc lus ion , and  adopt a  vegetarian o r vegan diet.
The theology o f im m anence was developed in  the  la te  1960s and early  1970s 
s im u ltaneou s ly  by  several Neo-Pagan fe m in is t au tho rs , in c lu d in g  Zuzanna  B udapest
® There is  a sm a ll cadre o f Neo-Pagems w ho id e n tify  them selves as “B r it is h  T ra d itio n a l 
W itches,” w ho rem a in  fa ith fu l to  the  earlies t expressions o f the  m ovem ent. M ost B r it is h  
T ra d itio n a l W itches feel th a t they are d ire c tly  connected to  an anc ien t European lineage 
o f W itches, a lthoug h  scholars disagree.
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and S ta rhaw k. T he ir vers ion  o f Neo-Paganism  re ta ined  the idea o f harm lessness, f irs t  
developed in  a d iffe re n t c u ltu ra l context, because i t  was cons is ten t w ith  the new 
theology o f im m anence. I f  the  d iv ine  spa rk  lives in  everyone, then  violence aga inst 
anyone is  v io lence aga inst the  sacred.
(7) Ecological awareness. L ikew ise, i f  the  sacred lives in  everyth ing, i f  the  gods are 
located w ith in  the  w orld , and  n o t a p a rt from  it, vio lence aga inst the  ea rth  is  violence 
aga inst the  sacred. As such, even fo r Neo-Pagans w ho are o therw ise un invo lved  w ith  
ecological activ ism , w an ton  violence aga inst the  env ironm en t has become a key 
p ro sc rip tio n  o f the  movem ent.
M ost o f the  Neo-Pagans w ith  w hom  1 have d iscussed th is  sub jec t have a h ig h ly  
rom antic ized  image o f the  in te ra c tio n  between tra d it io n a l peoples and  th e ir  
env ironm en t and  feel th a t they  are reenaeting th a t balance in  th e ir  own lives. Th is 
p a rtic u la r  theolog ica l e lem ent is a  consequence o f an inerease in  p u b lic  awareness o f 
env ironm en ta l s tew ardsh ip , q u ic k ly  becom ing an im p o rta n t p a rt o f the  Am erican  c iv il 
re lig ion , in  co n ju n c tio n  w ith  the  theology o f im m anence.
(8) Personal grow th. W hen one becomes a Neo-Pagan, they begin a process o f
tra n s fo rm in g  the ego and inereasing self-awareness; th is  process is  w h a t Neo-Pagans
ca ll th e ir  “jo u rn e y .” The nam e a Neo-Pagan chooses fo r h im  o r h e r se lf describes th e ir
jou rney . One m ig h t hear a n im a l nam es like  “Raven” and “Coyote,” o r nam es o f the
anc ien t sacred, like  “In n a n a ” o r “G aia.” Some nam es are s im p ly  m ade u p  o r taken  from
fic tion ; 1 chose “ S tarvada” to use in  pu b lic , m odified  from  the nam e o f a  m in o r charac te r
in  C. S. Lew is’ “ C hron ic les o f N a m ia .” In  ad d itio n  to  the  nam es used in  p u b lic , some
Neo-Pagans have one o r m ore add ition a l, “ in it ia te d ” names. W hen a person com pletes
an im p o rta n t r ite  o f passage, fo r exam ple, beeom ing a m em ber o f the  chu rch , o r getting
“handfasted” (m arried), they  m ay take on a new  nam e. In  he r s tu d y  o f Neo-Pagan
festivals, Sarah Pike (2001) re lates an in fo rm a n t’s story;
As to  the  nam e Vegtam ... i t  is  the  nam e given to  me b y  the  priestess a t m y 
dedication. Names are very pow erfu l and  provide lessons fo r us. A fte r m y 
ded ica tion  (to Goddess and  God) was com plete, 1 was to ld  th a t m y f irs t  lesson
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was to  lea rn  the  o rig in  o f m y C ra ft-nam e... The nam e comes from  the  B a ld u r 
saga in  Norse m ythology. I t  was the nam e used by W otan as he quested fo r 
know ledge abou t the  im pend ing  fa te  o f h is  son Beddur. As I progress to  h ighe r 
degrees, 1 w ill reeeive a d d itio n a l nam es, w h ich  are he ld  in  close secret, except to 
m em bers o f the  p a rtic u la r  degree and o f the  tra d it io n  involved. [Pike 2001:132]
A few Neo-Pagans choose to  share these nam es pu b lic ly , b u t m ost do no t. Special
know ledge o f a Neo-Pagan’s in it ia te d  nam es confers a degree o f t ru s t  and  in tim acy . 1
chose the  nam e “Shem -M a’a t-H ana f,” m ean ing  (the goddess) “ M a ’a t w a lks  w ith  h im ” in
anc ien t Egyptian, w hen 1 became a m em ber o f the  coven. Several coven m em bers
p riva te ly  ca ll me by  the d im in u tive  “ Shem p.”
A t th is  p o in t, the  adm on ishm en t o f “kn o w  th y  self”  is  deeply en trenched in  the
A m erican c iv il re lig ion. In d iv id u a ls  w ho do n o t have a deep se lf awareness are noted as
socia lly  and  c iv illy  im m a tu re  in  secu la r society. The com m andm ent to  “kn o w  th y  self”
in  a  Neo-Pagan co m m u n ity  creates a fo ru m  fo r com m un itas , in  the  sense th a t m uch
deep in te rpe rson a l sha ring  between in d iv id u a l coveners concerns in d iv id u a l
expressions o f th e ir  place in  th e ir  jo u rn e y . T h ird ly , the  theology o f im m anence
dem ands th a t p ra c titio n e rs  seek the  spa rk  w ith in  in  w hatever m anne r m ost c lea rly
allows the  sacred to speak to the  p ra c titio n e r. I t  is  lit t le  w onder then  th a t persona l
grow th  has become one o f the  core beliefs o f Neo-Paganism in  Am erica.
(9) H ealing  change. Very closely re la ted to the idea o f personal g row th  is  the  idea o f
hea ling  change. W hile  Neo-Pagans are obligated to seek self-awareness, they  are also
obligated to  he lp  others seek self-awareness. Neo-Pagans do n o t d is tin g u ish  c lea rly
between phys ica l a ilm en ts  and  m en ta l hygiene in  the w ay custom ary  am ongst m edica l
professionals. They view  such d is tin c tio n s  as a rtif ic ia l, seeing the  m in d  and body as a
w hole u n it.  Thus i t  w ou ld  be a rt if ic ia l to d is tin g u ish  Neo-Pagan fa ith  hea ling  th a t is
d irected a t phys ica l a ilm en ts  from  fa ith  hea ling  th a t is  d irected a t he lp ing  an in d iv id u a l
Neo-Pagan “b reak th ro u g h ” em otiona l b a rrie rs  th a t are “b lock ing ” them  from  c o n tin u in g
fu r th e r  on th e ir  jo u rn e y  o f self-awareness. I w il l leave fu r th e r  d iscuss ion  o f th is  sub jec t
to  the e thnog raph ic  exam ple o f J a c k ’s h o sp ita l stay, below. C learly  the  em phasis on
hea ling  change, like  the  em phasis on the  persona l jo u rn e y  bo th  re in forces com m un itas
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and is a consequence o f the  theology o f im m anence. There is  lit t le  precedent fo r fa ith  
hea ling  in  the Am erican  c iv il re lig ion ; indeed fa ith  healers are m arg ina lized. However, 
there  is  an em phasis on m en ta l h e a lth  in  the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion . Fu rthe rm ore , 
m ost o f the  m a jo r denom ina tions invoke some so rt o f d iv ine  e ffo rt fo r hea ling  purposes. 
The presiden t, in  h is  ro le  as the  voice o f the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  has p u b lic ly  
encouraged Am ericans to  p ray  fo r those em o tiona lly  and p hys ica lly  in ju re d  in  local, 
reg ional, o r n a tio n a l d isasters. In  do ing  so he is  in co rp o ra tin g  by  reference the  fa ith  
hea ling  p ractices o f the  va rious  denom ina tions  in to  the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion . Thus 
the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  m u s t also be considered to be an im p o rta n t source fo r th is  
practiee.
10) A m ythology o f  persecution. As a m ovem ent, A m erican Neo-Paganism th rives  
on m a rg ina lity . Every Neo-Pagan is  aware o f the  pe rsecu tion  o f past peoples w hom  they 
re troactive ly  id e n tify  as Neo-Pagan, such as the  w itc h  h u n ts  o f Europe and the 
persecu tion  o f the  A m erican Ind ian . Some kn o w  Neo-Pagans w ith  d irec t experience o f 
pe rsecution  in  em ploym ent, hous ing , o r legal m a tte rs  on basis o f re lig ious  a ffilia tio n ; 
others have experienced re lig ious d isc r im in a tio n  themselves. As such, there  is  a 
pe rpe tua l tens ion  between the  “ Neo-Pagan” and  “A m erican” aspects o f m ost Neo- 
Pagan’s lives.
The m ytho logy o f persecution  was construc ted  in to  the  early  theology o f the 
m ovem ent in  the  1930s. I t  served as an in te g ra tin g  feature, as people w ho iden tified  
them selves as w itches strove to  have ex tan t w itc h c ra ft laws in  B r ita in  repealed, and 
w orked to  ga in legal recogn ition  o f the  re lig ion. M ost o f the  active acts o f pe rsecu tion  
th a t have been reported  to  me seem to  be a consequence o f Am erican  Neo-Pagan’s 
m arg ina l p a rtic ip a tio n  in  the A m erican c iv il re lig ion . The m ytho logy o f pe rsecu tion  is 
also im p o rta n t in  c rea ting  a sense o f com m un itas , as in d iv id u a ls  jo in  together aga inst a 
profane and hostile  secu la r w orld .
11) C u ltu ra l borrow ing. L ike  m ost re lig ions, Neo-Pagans do n o t create th e ir  r i tu a l 
too ls o f whole c lo th . U n like  m ost P ro testan t sects, however, Neo-Pagans have n o t
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in h e rite d  a d iscrete corpus o f r itu a l too ls w ith  w h ich  to  tin ke r. Nearly a ll o f the  r itu a l 
too ls in  the  A m erican Neo-Pagan corpus are adopted o u t o f th e ir  o rig in a l c u ltu ra l 
context, from  societies ra d ica lly  rem oved in  tim e  and space from  bo th  the  Neo-Pagan 
borrow ers and  fro m  one another. The in d iv id u a ls  from  w hom  Neo-Pagans adopt th e ir  
r itu a l too ls  have in  m any  cases been dead fo r hund reds , i f  n o t thousands o f years. 
However, some r itu a l too ls, lik e  the  sm udg ing  r itu a l no ted  below, are also used by 
e ithe r m odern ind igenous groups or by th e ir  descendents. Pike 2001 notes th a t in  
p a rticu la r, S ioux t r ib a l re lig ious  leaders are p a rtic u la r ly  offended by  the  app ro p ria tio n  
o f th e ir  practices by Am erican  Neo-Pagans, and th a t th is  has been cause fo r co n flic t in  
the  past. Fred Voget (1984), an e thnog rapher o f Native Am ericans, in  The Shoshone- 
Crow Sun Dance, likew ise  has noted co n flic t between Native Am ericans hosts and 
Am erican Neo-Pagan p a rtic ip a n ts  in  the  rev ita lized S un Dance festiva l. In  p a rticu la r, 
Voget 1984 notes th a t the  Shoshone leadersh ip  to lerates n o n -In d ia n  p a rtic ip a n ts  
because o f the  im p o rta n t fin a n c ia l co n tr ib u tio n  th a t they  m ake to  cash-poor hos ting  
reservation  com m un ities . Th is  practice  creates a pe rpe tua l co n flic t between fin a n c ia l 
incen tive  on the  one hand  and e thn ic  and  re lig ious boundaries  on the o ther. The 
concept o f c u ltu ra l bo rrow ing  seems to be a consequence o f E uro -A m erican  
ro m an tic iza tion  o f the  Native Am erican  as the “noble savage,” w h ich  has become deeply 
ing ra ined  in  the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion , together w ith  inc reas ing ly  easy access to the  a 
large corpus o f (often decontextualized) c u ltu ra l in fo rm a tio n  in  the  fo rm  o f the  in te rne t, 
bookstores, and  lib ra ries .
(12) The circle. The c irc le  is  the  d o m in a n t sym bol seen th ro u g h o u t the  A m erican 
Neo-Pagan movem ent. The om n ip resen t id e n tify in g  sym bol o f the  m ovem ent is  a 
pentagram , a five -po in ted  s ta r insc ribed  w ith in  a c irc le , s ingle p o in t upw a rd , said to 
represent the  body o f a  person w ith in  the  circ le , o r the  fo u r e lem enta l forces and the 
godhead w ith in  the  circ le . A lm ost a ll r itu a l ac tiv ities  are conducted w ith in  a circle. The 
a lta r, where energy is  d irected, is  its e lf u s u a lly  c irc u la r and s itua ted  a t the  cen ter o f a 
circ le . M em bers id e n tify  them selves to  one ano the r by w earing  c irc u la r cords, and  greet
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each o the r w ith  c irc u la r hugs. Accord ing  to  a hym n , “We are a c irc le , w ith in  a circ le , 
w ith  no beg inn ing , and never end ing .”
Belden Lane (2001) po in ted  o u t in  Landscapes o f  the Sacred th a t experiences o f the 
sacred are always “p laced,” th a t is, s itua ted  w ith in  an iden tifiab le  locale, and 
experienced as p a rt o f th a t locale. However, Am erican  Neo-Pagan groups are sm all, and 
u s u a lly  do n o t have the fisca l resources to  m a in ta in  a perm anen t house o f w orsh ip . 
Likew ise, Neo-Pagans de ify  the  ea rth  and  frequen tly  celebrate r itu a ls  in  places o f 
na tu re . The sacred c irc le  is the  Neo-Pagan re so lu tio n  to  th is  con flic t. The c irc le  can be 
b u ilt  anywhere, and s trong  c irc le  b u ild in g  is  considered an essentia l s k ill o f a m em ber. 
Each m em ber has th e ir  own corpus o f personalized c irc le -b u ild in g  r itu a ls , (usua lly  ju s t  
ca lled “the  b u ild in g ,” verb fo rm  “we’re going o u t to  b u ild .” ) va ry ing  in  com plex ity , tim e  to 
com ple tion , m a te ria l com ponents requ ired . The choice o f b u ild in g  r itu a l to  be used is 
made by  the  r itu a l leaders and  is  based u p o n  how  “ s trong” a  c irc le  is  needed. A s trong  
c irc le  is  requ ired  to con ta in  in tense  energy o r to  keep “negative” energy o u t w hen  the 
coven is  b u ild in g  th e ir  c irc le  in  w h a t the  leaders sense is a  p o te n tia lly  h os tile  energy 
environm ent. A  “perm eable” or w eak c irc le  is  used w hen i t  is desired th a t people (such 
as non-Pagans, o r ch ild ren) be able to pass th ro u g h  the  boundaries o f the  c irc le  a t w ill, 
w ith o u t the  assistance o f a gatekeeper. I f  a person acc identa lly  were to  step th ro u g h  a 
cast s trong  circ le , they are lik e ly  to be “ shocked” o r overloaded w ith  energy. 1 have no t 
pe rsona lly  w itnessed th is  occu rring , and  by and  large Neo-Pagans are very respectfu l o f 
the  boundaries o f a cast circle. W hen assem bled as a group, the  coven uses th ree  m a in  
b u ild in g  r itu a ls  depending upon  the context; tw o are perm eable, one is  no t. The 
m em ber’s b u ild in g  is  the  strongest b u ild in g  r itu a l. I t  is  perform ed by the  assem bled 
m em bers a t sabbats o u t o f the  v iew  o f non-m em bers, and  takes between tw en ty  
m in u te s  and  h a lf  an h o u r to com plete. The m em bers b u ild in g  m ay also be used w hen 
the  m em bers are assem bled d u r in g  a c ris is , fo r exam ple i f  m agic is  be ing perfo rm ed to  
heal a s ick  m em ber. The con ten t o f the  m em ber’s b u ild in g  is  he ld  in  confidence by the 
m em bers, and  I w il l  n o t p u b lis h  i t  here. Some o f its  emotive power lies in  its  secrecy
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and com plexity . For several pub lishe d  exam ples o f s im ila r ly  s trong  b u ild in g  r itu a ls , see 
S ilver Ravenwolf (1999), To S tir a M agick Cauldron.
The w eakest c irc le  ro u tin e ly  used by the coven s im p ly  acknowledges th a t a c irc le  
exists. The r itu a l leader w il l  tu rn  to  the  person on he r le ft, take  th e ir  r ig h t hand , look 
them  in  the eye, and  say m ean ing fu lly , “h a n d  to hand , and h e a rt to  heart, 1 b u ild  th is  
c irc le .” T ha t person w ill then  repeat the  procedure , u n t i l  a ll have jo in e d  hands w ith  
the  r itu a l leader. She w ill then  acknowledge, “H and to  hand, and  h e a rt to  heart, th is  
c irc le  is  cast,” and  the  g roup w ill b reak hands. Th is  c irc le  is  com m only  used a t 
business m eetings and  sm all p riva te  gatherings, even a round  the  d in n e r table. I t  is 
occasiona lly used in  la rger gatherings, such as a t a  fu l l  m oon gathering .
L ike the  p rin c ip le  o f harm lessness, the  pe rsecu tion  m ythology, and  the  p rin c ip le  o f 
c u ltu ra l bo rrow ing , the  idea o f the  sacred c irc le  has been w ith  the  m ovem ent from  the 
beginn ing. The idea o f a r itu a l c irc le  was u tilize d  in  several w estern  occu lt m ovem ents 
th a t preceded B r it is h  tra d it io n a l W icca, and  was also used in  some fo rm  by  a n u m b e r o f 
E uropean ind igenous groups. R etention o f th is  im p o rta n t sym bol gives a sense o f 
c o n tin u ity  bo th  w ith  pas t ind igenous groups and w ith  past and  present fo rm s o f Neo- 
Paganism.
Sum m ary
In  th is  chapter, we have seen how  Neo-Pagan beliefs are a consequence o f a theology 
o f im m anence, based u p o n  f irs t  p rinc ip les  o f Ju d e o -C h ris tia n  belief. Taken together 
w ith  an e ffo rt to  m a in ta in  com m un itas  w ith in  an in te n tio n a l co m m u n ity  and  beliefs 
b road ly  he ld  w ith in  the c iv il re lig ion , the  theology o f im m anence becomes a key source 
fo r a ll o f the  m a jo r a lte ra tions  we w il l  see in  fu n e ra ry  practice  below.
Salom onsen 1997 argues th a t i t  w ou ld  n o t be appropria te  to  generalize he r theology 
o f im m anence proposa l to  a ll o f Am erican  Neo-Paganism. She ce rta in ly  m ay s t i l l  be 
correct in  th is  cau tion . However, m y da ta  ind ica te  th a t he r theology o f im m anence
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proposa l is also a cen tra l o rgan iz ing  them e in  the  M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  co m m u n ity  
th a t I s tud ied , w h ich  is in te res ting  because M o u n ta in  Moon C irc le  is  n o t in  any way 
d ire c tly  a ffilia ted  w ith  the  R ecla im ing Collective. Th is  suggests th a t the  theo log ica l 
p roposa l o f im m anence th a t Salom onson 1997 a rticu la te d  has fa r b roader cu rrency  
th a n  she is  w illin g  to  argue. 1 o ffer the  fo llow ing  e thnog raph ic  exam ple o f a fu l l  m oon 
r itu a l to  illu s tra te  how  these theo log ica l p rinc ip les  are enacted in  practice.
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CHAPTER 4
A FU LL MOON RITUAL 
A t M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle, the  fu l l m oon r itu a l is  the  m ost re g u la rly  scheduled, and 
in  fo rm a t the m ost inva riab le , p u b lic  r itu a l. The fu l l m oon r itu a l shou ld  be construed  
as a r itu a l p resenta tion  o f  the core beliefs la id  out in  the p revious chapter. The fu ll  m oon 
r itu a l tem pla te  is  enacted so frequen tly  th a t everyone, even occasional seekers and  non- 
Pagan fa m ily  m em bers, kn o w  w hen to  p rove rb ia lly  s it, stand, and  kneel. Thus, the  fu l l 
m oon tem pla te  has served as a p o in t o f depa rtu re  in  a nu m b e r o f im p o rta n t r ite s  o f 
passage fo r the  coven, i t  shou ld  come as li t t le  su rp rise  th a t one o f Ja c k ’s th ree fune ra ls  
was based in  p a rt upon  the  m oda l fu l l  m oon r itu a l tem plate. In  th is  chap te r I w il l 
explore a typ ica l M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  fu l l  m oon service so th a t we can be tte r explore 
how  i t  was m od ified  and elaborated upon  in  the  fu n e ra l r itu a l.
M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  celebrates tw enty-one re g u la rly  scheduled r itu a ls  each year: 
each o f 13 fu l l  m oon r itu a ls , and e igh t seasonal sabbats, or h ig h  ho lidays: Im bolgc 
(pronounced “ im -b o lk ” ) on  February 2"'*, O sta ra  on the  ve rna l equ inox (about M arch  
22"'*), Beltane on M ay 1®*, L ith a  ( in fo rm a lly  called “m id su m m e r’s” ) on the  sum m er 
solstice (a round Ju n e  22” '*), Lam m as on A ugus t 1®‘, M abon on the  a u tu m n a l equ inox 
(around Septem ber 22 ” “^ ), S am hain  (pronounced “sow -in ” ; rhym es w ith  “cow”), on 
O ctober 31®', and  Yule on  the  w in te r solstice (a round December 22”''). S am hain , the  
A m erican Neo-Pagan New Year, and Beltane, a  ce lebra tion  o f sp ring  and the sacred 
m arriage o f the  Goddess and God, are the  tw o m ost im p o rta n t and  m ost la rge ly 
a ttended ho lidays. O the r e thnographers o f Am erican  Neo-Paganism have reported  a 
s im ila r r itu a l schedule, despite the  w ide range o f theolog ica l o rien ta tion s  espoused by 
m em bers o f va rious  groups. I t  seems the r itu a l ca lendar serves a cen tra l u n ify in g
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fea ture  w ith in  the m ovem ent. W hen ask ing  m em bers o f the coven to  date events such 
as the d iagnosis o f J a c k ’s illness, o r h is  adm iss ion  to  a rehab fa c ility , the  m em bers 
often ind ica ted  dates in d ire c tly . “ I rem em ber seeing h im  ju s t  a fte r L ith a  and  th in k in g  
th a t he was n o t w e ll.” “He was adm itted  to  the  h o sp ita l ju s t  a fte r Y u le .” By con tras t, 
w hen in te rv iew ing  non-Pagan fa m ily  m em bers and friends, abs trac t dates were always 
noted by m on th . The sabbat schedule is  conven ien t in te rface  w ith  the  secular, so lar 
ca lendar because, u n lik e  the fu l l m oon ce lebrations, the  sabbats fa ll a t the  same tim e  
each year.
M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  celebrates fu l l m oon r itu a ls  on the evening o f the  fu ll  moon, 
w h ile  sabbat r itu a ls  are conducted  on the  evening o f the  S aturday im m ed ia te ly  
preceding o r fo llow ing  the ca lendar date o f the  ho liday. The exact schedule is  prepared 
by a m em ber w ho ho lds  the  service ro le  o f r i tu a l scheduler, in  co n su lta tio n  w ith  
ano the r m em ber w ho ho lds the  service role o f coven astrologer. The fin a l vers ion  is 
u s u a lly  d iscussed and agreed upon  by  consensus a t the  fo u rth  q u a rte r business 
m eeting, u s u a lly  he ld  in  November o r December. M ay held the  r itu a l schedu le r role fo r 
several years before J a c k ’s illness  caused h e r to  take a sabbatica l from  h e r coven 
respons ib ilities . Her e ffic iency in  the  role, bo rn  o f m any  years as a G ir l Scout leader, 
has been noted by  a nu m b e r o f in fo rm an ts . A t the  tim e  o f m y research Ja ck  was one o f 
tw o coven sextons, responsib le  fo r the  co n s tru c tio n  and m ain tenance o f phys ica l 
p rope rty  be long ing to  the  ch u rch , in  p a r tic u la r sacred r itu a l too ls such as the  coven’s 
a lta r.
A ccord ing to  the lite ra tu re , m ost Neo-Pagan groups th a t hos t r itu a ls  th a t are open 
to the  p u b lic  choose one o r m ore sabbats as th e ir  p u b lic  r itu a ls . A t M o u n ta in  M oon 
C ircle, fu l l  m oon r itu a ls  are genera lly open to  the  p u b lic , w h ile  a ttendance a t m ost 
sabbats is by in v ita tio n . W hen 1 jo in e d  the  coven, the  p u b lic  r itu a ls  were he ld  in  a 
rented room  on the second floo r o f a n a tu ra l foods co-op. The room  had  v e iy  o ld  
couches in  colors rem in iscen t o f the  1970s lin in g  three w alls , a sm a ll tab le  in  the 
center, and w indow s overlooking  a qu ie t side street o ff the  m a in  d rag in  dow ntow n
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Groen. Posters taped to the cracked beige w a lls  exhorted the  observer to  rem em ber 
founders o f the  food co-operative m ovem ent and su p p o rt Am nesty In te rn a tio n a l. 
A ttached to  the  room  was a food p repa ra tio n  area w ith  a stove, fu ll sized re frige ra to r, 
and  a large, an tique  bread sheer. The room  cou ld  on ly  be described as “cozy” w hen 
th ir ty  people were packed in , often w ith  s tand ing  room  only. W ith  the  abundance o f 
candles used a t a typ ica l r itu a l taken  in to  account, a fire  m arsha l w o u ld  have been 
beside h im se lf.
I t  was w ith  th is  overcrow ding in  m in d  th a t, a year in to  m y s tud ies w ith  M M C, the 
group m oved th e ir  p u b lic  r itu a ls  to  a U n ita r ia n  U n ive rsa lis t chu rch . By com parison  to 
the  co-op, the  b e a u tifu l UU sanctuary, w ith  its  forced perspective nave, h a n d  la id  
wooden pane ling , and  sta ined glass w indow s was bo th  huge and qu ite  “ch u rch y .” The 
congregation now  sat in  a single c irc le  on fo ld ing  cha irs , and the  typ ica l fu l l  m oon 
a ttendance swelled to  abou t s ixty. N e ither seating n o r the fire  m arsha l were now  a 
prob lem : The ch u rch  was designed to ho ld  upw ards  o f th ree hund red .
Preparing the R itua l
M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  fu l l m oon services are led by  two m em bers o f the  coven 
guided by  a clergy m em ber. Each r itu a l is  w r itte n  and  perform ed once. There is  no 
stock corpus o f litu rg y , a lthoug h  there is  a r itu a l tem pla te  la id  o u t in  o u tlin e  fo rm  th a t 
presents the  correct order o f service. The o rder o f service tem plate has large b la n k  
sections fo r r i tu a l leaders to  w rite  in  th e ir  th o u g h ts  in  o u tlin e  fo rm ; the  f in a l r i tu a l is  
then  typed ou t. R itu a l leaders often reference the coven’s arch ive o f pas t r itu a ls , called 
the “Book o f Shadows” fo r in s p ira tio n  in  te rm s o f content. The r itu a l leaders (who w ill 
hence fo rth  be called the p rie s t and priestess) are chosen between a m o n th  and  a year in  
advance. Some m em bers lead on ly  a h a n d fu l o f r itu a ls  each year, o thers (in fo rm a lly  
called “ r itu a l ju n k ie s ” ) lead as often as they can fin d  an open spot. Each r itu a l has a 
gu id ing  them e, a lesson th a t the  congregation is to  take home w ith  them . The sub ject 
o f the  r i tu a l is  h ig h ly  variab le , b u t  is  u s u a lly  expressed in  m e taphorica l language
51
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
em phasiz ing in d iv id u a l connectedness w ith  a god and  goddess a ffilia ted  w ith  a p re ­
m odern cu ltu re . M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  is  h ig h ly  eclectic, in  th a t there is no 
coo rd ina tion  from  fu ll m oon to  fu l l m oon o r sabbat to sabbat. We m ig h t be in  anc ien t 
Babylon th is  m on th , and  exp lo ring  P la ins In d ia n  d ru m m in g  the  next. O the r groups 
noted in  the  lite ra tu re , such  as the  Ravenwood coven (Scarboro et al. 1994) are m ore 
cons is ten t from  r itu a l to r itu a l. A t M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le , l it t le  e ffo rt is  m ade e ithe r to 
ve rify  the  h is to r ic ity  o f the  sta tem ents made abou t fo re ign cu ltu re s  o r to place the 
appropria ted  r itu a l m a te ria l in to  h is to r ica l context. A single source reference or 
hearsay are u s u a lly  su ffic ie n t a u th o rity . M ost people w ho have p a rtic ipa ted  w ith in  the 
re lig ion  fo r a long tim e  have s tud ied  a single pan theon  and o ften have adopted a single 
god or goddess as th e ir  pa tron ; M ay has com m itted  he rse lf to  the  m o the r goddess Gaia; 
Ja ck  associated h im se lf w ith  Lugh (pronounced Loo) the  Celtic sun  god. In d iv id u a ls  
know n  to  have specialized in  a p a r tic u la r pan theon  w ill serve as reference to  a  p ries t 
and  priestess w r it in g  a r itu a l; th e ir  spec ia lis t a u th o r ity  is n o rm a lly  accepted w ith o u t 
cross-reference. W hen i t  got o u t th a t 1 had  an in te re s t in  Egyptology, M o u n ta in  M oon 
C ircle m em bers frequen tly  re ferred to  me on r itu a ls  th a t inc luded  E gyp tian  
com ponents, fo r tra n s la tio n  services in  p a rticu la r. U ltim a te ly , i t  is  the  m etaphor to be 
com m unicated , n o t any sense o f precise h is to r ica l accuracy, w h ich  takes p r io r ity  in  
r itu a l cons truc tion .
Preparing the R itua l Circle
Two m em bers are assigned to  ass is t the  p rie s t and priestess a t any  given r itu a l, the  
a lta r  a tte n d a n t and  the  gatekeeper. W hile  the  p rie s t and priestess are viewed as 
responsib le  fo r s p ir itu a l c o n tin u ity  w ith in  the  r itu a l,  the  a lta r a tte n d a n t and  gatekeeper 
are responsib le  fo r the  phys ica l space. B o th  show u p  a t the  ch u rch  abou t h a lf  an h o u r 
early. The gatekeeper takes re sp o n s ib ility  fo r tra ffic -flo w  m anagem ent: w e lcom ing 
people as they en te r the  ch u rch , d irec ting  them  to  th e ir  seats, w e lcom ing new  seekers, 
and answ ering  questions. A fo ld ing  tab le  is  n o rm a lly  set u p  near the  door to  the
52
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
sanc tua ry  w ith  a sm all, b la ck  cau ld ron  fo r dona tions  and  co lo rfu l flye rs annou nc ing  
upcom ing  M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  events and  events sponsored by  in d iv id u a l m em bers. 
New people are d irected to  sign in  and  leave th e ir  em ail address so th a t they  m ay be 
added to  M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le ’s announcem ent lis t. The a lta r a tte n d a n t takes 
re sp o n s ib ility  fo r the  h u s tle  and  b u s tle  o f se tting  u p  the  r itu a l space itse lf. He w ill ask 
fo r vo lun teers  to  p u ll fo ld ing  cha irs  from  th e ir  preset row s and set them  in  a large circ le . 
The M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  a lta r is  a  fo ld ing  card  tab le  pa in ted  in  “e lem enta l co lors” : 
Yellow  fo r east and a ir; red fo r sou th  and fire ; b lue  fo r w ater and  west; green fo r n o rth  
and  earth . Each m em ber has affixed a pho to  o f som eth ing th a t represents th e ir  
personal id e n tity  to  the surface o f the  card  table. The loca tion  o f in d iv id u a l photos on 
the  table is  its e lf  s ign ifican t, as people have located th e ir  photos in  the  q u a d ra n t o f the  
tab le  th a t they feel is  m ost appropria te  fo r th e ir  own iden tities ; a m em ber w ho feels she 
has a “w a te ry” pe rsona lity , m ig h t have affixed he r pho to  in  the  west, fo r exam ple. The 
photos are pe rm anen tly  affixed, hav ing  been lacquered to the table. M em bers w ho have 
jo in e d  since the tab le  was made, o r w ho were n o t present a t the  r itu a l w here the  tab le  
was com pleted, are n o t represented. The a lta r  is  n o rm a lly  obta ined  by the  a lta r 
a tte n d a n t from  the storage closet a t the  UU ch u rch  where i t  is  kept. The res t o f the  
r itu a l too ls are stored a t the  hom e o f a m em ber and transpo rted  to  the  event in  a 
co n tra p tio n  a ffectiona te ly dubbed the  “a lta r- in -a -b o x .” Th is is  a wheeled luggage do lly  
stacked w ith  tw o p las tic  file  storage b ins, one b lack, one grey. These are the  so rt o f file  
storage b ins  th a t have an organizer in  the  lid  n o rm a lly  used fo r paper c lips , pens and 
o the r office m isce llany. The r itu a l too ls stored in  co lo rfu l, handm ade pouches and are 
ca re fu lly  packed accord ing to  a p la n  taped to the ins ide  lid  o f each box. The a lta r 
a tte n d a n t is  responsib le  fo r the  pack ing  and u n p a ck in g  o f the  box as w e ll as fo r se tting  
u p  the  a lta r. M any o f the  r itu a l too ls  are frag ile , and the  a lta r- in -a -b o x  is  tra nspo rted  
several tim es a m on th . The pack ing  scheme has been w orked o u t over the  years by 
tr ia l and e rro r -  lo ts  o f e rro r, 1 am  to ld  -  to reduce the like lihood  o f breakage o f 
em o tiona lly  s ig n ifica n t r i tu a l tools.
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A ppropria te  A ttire
W hile  gatekeeper and a tte n d a n t prepare the  space, p ries t and  priestess prepare 
themselves. Some m em bers a rrive  dressed in  th e ir  r i tu a l clothes, o thers  change a fte r 
they  a rrive . The c lo thes w o rn  are h ig h ly  variab le . Some in d iv id u a ls  lead r itu a l -  
especially a p u b lic  fu l l  m oon r itu a l -  w earing  stree t clothes. G aladrie l, fo r example, 
leads w earing  b lue  jeans and a co llared sh irt. M ost Neo-Pagans own some so rt o f 
personalized r itu a l robes, e ithe r en tire ly  hand-m ade o r m odified  com m ercia l garm ents 
o rnam ented  to  m a rk  the person ’s re lig ious id e n tity . One m em ber, Ray, w ho self- 
iden tifies  w ith  Native A m erican  s p ir itu a lity , wears a pouch m ade o f fox p e lt on a be lt. 
Sayward wears a hand-m ade necklace m ade o f ceram ic bones to  ind ica te  h e r a ff in ity  
w ith  crone w isdom . N ata lie  o ften wears a bind i, a  do t o f in k  in  the forehead th a t m arks  
h e r H in d u  a ffilia tio n ; she also ro u tin e ly  a ttends services a t a H in d u  tem ple near he r 
home. W hen a m em ber a ttends a r itu a l, they  m ay w ear e ithe r special r i tu a l c lo thes o r 
street c lothes. W hen a m em ber leads r itu a l as p rie s t o r priestess, they  a lm ost always 
w ear r itu a l clothes. The a lta r a ttenda n t and gatekeeper m ay w ear street c lo thes or 
robes depending upon  th e ir  persona l preference. M ost m em bers do n o t use th e ir  r itu a l 
c lo th ing  except a t events. W hen 1 lead r itu a l,  1 n o rm a lly  wear street clo thes -  u s u a lly  
the  same th in g  th a t 1 w ou ld  w ear to  teach a class. 1 la ck  the  specifica lly  Neo-Pagan 
w ardrobe th a t a lo t o f the  m em bers have acqu ired over the  years. I purchased a very 
large quas i le o p a rd -p rin t dress a t a w om en’s p lus-s izes store before 1 lead m y f irs t 
sabbat r i tu a l on the  advice o f a clergy m em ber. Th is has served me w e ll as a r itu a l robe, 
and I ’ve become qu ite  fond  o f it. The sem  fu n e ra ry  p ries ts  o f O ld K ingdom  Egypt wore a 
leopard sk in  w hen pe rfo rm ing  th e ir  o ffic ia l func tions . 1 chose the p a tte rn  o f m y robe 
w ith  th is  associa tion  in  m ind . In  subsequent conversations w ith  coven m em bers, as I 
exp la ined how  I chose m y robe, they to ld  me in  very persona l te rm s abou t th e ir  own 
“pa ths ,” o r jo u rn e ys  o f the  self. For an A m erican  Neo-Pagan, re lig ion  is a  p a th  o f 
persona l g row th , and  th is  g row th  is  annota ted  on the  canvas o f the  body th ro u g h  the 
m ed ium  o f m a te ria l cu ltu re .
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The person fu n c tio n in g  as p ries t -  w ho m ay be e ithe r m ale o r female -  n o rm a lly  
carries a cerem onia l dagger called an atham é (pronounced ah-tha-m ay). Th is  dagger is 
used fo r the  “d irec tion  o f energy” a t ce rta in  po in ts  in  the  r itu a l. I t  is  n o t n o rm a lly  used 
fo r c u tt in g  objects, and m ost o f the  a tham és th a t 1 have seen are qu ite  d u ll, o ften 
in te n tio n a lly  fo r the  sake o f safety. The a tham é is  the  p riva te  p rope rty  o f the  in d iv id u a l 
mem ber: H arley uses a th ree -inch  long piece o f hem atite ; J a c k ’s a tham é was the  size o f 
a sho rt sword. A lyssa ’s f ir s t  a tham é was a rosewood le tte r-opener; now  she uses a 
dagger th a t is abou t fo u r inches long. Sayw ard ’s is likew ise a w h ite -hand led  dagger. 1 
purchased a dagger, sharp  on bo th  sides, w ith  a rosewood hand le  fo r lead ing  services 
w hen I jo in e d  the  coven. W hen a ttend in g  r itu a l, m ost m em bers w ear a gold cord, abou t 
a q u a rte r- in ch  in  d iam eter, w h ich  iden tifies  them  as a m em ber o f the  coven. The cord 
is tied  by  a special k n o t called an “a n kh  k n o t” th a t the  m em ber is  ta u g h t to  tie  a t the 
tim e  th a t they jo in  the  coven. Some m em bers o m it th e ir  cords w hen  they  a ttend  r itu a l, 
b u t few w ou ld  o m it the  cord w hen lead ing r itu a l. U sua lly  the  p r ie s t’s a tham é hangs 
from  th is  cord; occasiona lly  from  a be lt i f  the  a tham é is  large o r heavy. The priestess -  
w ho also m ay be e ithe r m ale o r fem ale -  u s u a lly  carries he r a tham é as w ell.
Beginning the R itua l
R itua ls  u s u a lly  s ta rt a few m in u te s  late. M em bers o f the  coven re fer to  schedules as 
ex is ting  on “pagan s tandard  tim e ,” m ean ing  th a t som eth ing w ill happen even tua lly  b u t 
n o t r ig h t on schedule. O ften i f  a precise schedule m u s t be adhered to , the  r itu a l 
leaders w il l  m en tion  it, because i t  is  so u n u su a l. Pike 2001 notes th is  phenom enon 
and the te rm  in  h e r e thnog raphy o f festivals.
S ho rtly  before the service begins, the  p ries t and  priestess w il l  go in to  seclusion in  
ano the r room  fo r abou t fifteen  m in u te s  to m ed ita te  and  prepare fo r r itu a l. The 
beg inn ing  o f the  service is  m arked  by the  re tu rn  o f the  p rie s t and  priestess. W hen the  
m em bers see the  priestess and p rie s t re tu rn  to  the room , they  w ill take th e ir  seats i f  
they  are s tand ing  and conversations w ill q u ic k ly  and po lite ly  te rm ina te . A ny new
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seekers w ho look  confused w il l  be herded to  th e ir  seats by  the gatekeeper. There is  n o t
n o rm a lly  a processiona l or any m us ic . P riest o r priestess w ill begin by read ing  the
fo llow ing  sta tem ent, read a t each r itu a l:
M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  is  a eoven dedicated to s p ir itu a l grow th , em powerm ent, 
fos te ring  s p ir itu a l com m un ity , as w e ll as p rom o ting  hea ling  change in  us, o u r 
la rger com m un ity , and  o u r w orld .
Priest and  priestess w ill then  in tro d u ce  them selves, fo llowed by m em bers o f the  
congregation in  a clockw ise, o r “ sunw ise” d irec tion . M ost Neo-Pagans have a re lig ious 
nam e, and  m any have several. As nam es are announced a round  the  c irc le , the  lis te n e r 
hears a collective ve rba l s ta tem ent o f w ho I  am, o f who we are, o f how  we interact. Th is 
process takes abou t five m in u te s  depending upon  the size o f the  group.
In  a  p u b lic  ga thering  the use o f re lig ious nam es offers a degree o f anonym ity . 
O bviously, one canno t look  u p  S ilver W o lf in  the  te lephone d irecto ry . W hen I got to 
know  m em bers o f the  coven better, 1 was to ld  th in g s  like  “ca ll me R ich; I on ly  use 
B lackW in te r in  c irc le .”
W hen everyone present has said th e ir  nam e, the p ries t o r priestess w ill read a lis t  o f 
prepared announcem ents. These announcem ents are exclusive ly secular, fo r exam ple 
the date o f the  nex t p u b lic  service, class, o r event. A fte r the  p ries t and  priestess have 
fin ished  th e ir  announcem ents, they  ask  i f  anyone else present has announcem ents to 
make. M em bers and  long-te rm  seekers w il l  take th is  o p p o rtu n ity  to  p lu g  w hatever 
w orkshops they  are lead ing  independen t o f the  coven in  a sentence o r two, and d irec t 
in te rested  parties  to  locate th e ir  flye r on the  tab le  by the  door. Th is process takes 
abou t five m inu tes .
The p rie s t and  priestess w ill then  take a few m om ents to exp la in  the  m a in  p o in t o f
the  service. The s ta tem ent o f the  m a in  p o in t o f the  service, a t M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le
services, is  prefaced by the fo llow ing  sta tem ent, read a t every r itu a l:
The c irc le  is  the  tem ple o f the  D iv ine. I t  bridges the  vast g u lf w h ich  lies between 
the  w o rlds  o f people and the  dom a in  o f S p ir it. A ll w ho enter th e re in  sha ll set 
aside everyth ing  except th e ir  love and  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f the  Goddess and  God.
W hen we come to  c irc le , we cast o ff the  concerns o f the  m undane  w o rld —fo r a ll 
w ho en te r here, en te r in  perfect love and perfect tru s t.
56
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
The sp ira l o f energy we create moves deosil o r clockw ise as i t  grows and 
w idde rsh ins  o r counterc lockw ise  as i t  d im in ishes. Therefore, we move sunw ise 
to b u ild  energy and  m oonw ise [ed. : w ith  gestures to ind ica te  direction] to  b rin g  
energy dow n. The c irc le , w h ich  is  rea lly  a  sphere h a lf  above and h a lf  below  the 
g round  on w h ich  we s tand, is  sacred space. As such, we ask  th a t you  rem a in  
w ith in  its  bounds u n t i l  i t  has been opened. Look to the Gatekeeper [ed; 
gatekeeper w aves a t group to se lf-identify .] fo r guidance in  the  circle. I f  you  
shou ld  need to  leave the  c irc le , she w ill le t you  leave w ith  respect fo r the  sacred 
space th a t has been cast.
W hen we are in  sacred space, o u r w ords and o u r in te n tio n s  take on a w e igh t 
and dep th  o f m ean ing  they m ig h t n o t have in  the m undane  w orld . Thus, take 
care, fo r w h a t we prom ise in  circ le , the  un iverse w il l  expect from  us.
Th is  in tro d u c to iy  s ta tem ent is  a ve ritab le  Nicene Creed th a t states w h a t i t  m eans to  be 
a m em ber o f th is  Neo-Pagan com m un ity .
Casting the Circle
The sheer fact th a t we are s tand ing  in  a space u tilize d  fo r r itu a l does n o t m ake th a t 
space sacred to Neo-Pagans. I t  is the  c irc le -b u ild in g  r itu a l th a t designates th is  
p a rtic u la r space as sacred. A ll m em bers o f the  coven know  a t least th ree  m a in  fo rm s o f 
the  c irc le  b u ild in g  from  m em ory, rang ing  from  the  h a lf-h o u r long  r itu a l c irc le  b u ild in g  
u tilize d  a t sabbats to  a s im ple  acknow ledgem ent th a t a c irele exists. A t m ost fu ll m oon 
r itu a ls , an in te rm ed ia te  fo rm  is  u tilized .
The r itu a l in s tru c tio n s  state th a t “a ll w ho en te r here [the c irc le ], en te r in  perfect love 
and  perfect t ru s t . ” A c irc le  b u ild in g  r itu a l, then  shou ld  be construed  as a sym bolic  
process o f se tting  aside those th ings  th a t in te rfe re  w ith  the  ideals expressed as love and 
tru s t; th in g s  th a t are n o t in  the  s p ir it  o f ha rm ony and  consensus la id  o u t in  the  
previous chapter. H aving  fin ished  the  announcem ents, the priestess s tands and 
proceeds to  the a lta r located in  the  center o f the  circle. She takes an  abalone h a lf-sh e ll 
th a t the  a tte n d a n t has fille d  w ith  w h ite  sage p r io r  to the  r itu a l, and  sets fire  to  a couple 
o f the  leaves, u s u a lly  w ith  a disposable bu tane  ligh te r. She pauses a few  m om ents and 
then  blows o u t the  fire , caus ing  sage smoke to  c u r l u p  from  the shell. She s tands in  
fro n t o f the  p rie s t fac ing  h im , and  h o ld in g  the  she ll in  h e r le ft hand , she ra p id ly  fans 
the  smoke over h im  u s in g  a large flig h t fea ther o r the  d ried  w in g  o f a b ird . She w orks  in
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a clockw ise d irec tion , beg inn ing  w ith  the head. The p rie s t then  tu rn s  h is  back  to  her, 
and  she repeats the  procedure. As he undergoes th is  process, te rm ed “ sm udg ing ,” the 
p rie s t is  c learing  h is  m in d  o f w o rld ly  tho u g h ts  and  focus ing  on the  ta sk  a t hand , th a t o f 
d ire c tin g  the  energy o f the  r itu a l. The priestess hands over the  abalone she ll and  w in g  
to  the  p riest, w ho repeats the procedure on the  priestess. She then  proceeds to  the 
person ju s t  to the le ft o f he r seat, and  perfo rm s an abbreviated vers ion invo lv ing  on ly  
the  fro n t h a lf  o f the  person on each congregant in  tu rn . I f  the  congregation is  large, 
over fo rty  people, the  p ries t w il l take a second censor ha lf-w ay a round  the  c irc le , and 
w ill w o rk  clockw ise tow ards h is  seat, c u tt in g  the tim e  o f the  procedure  by  ha lf. The 
process takes abou t ten  m inu tes , d u r in g  w h ich  there m ay be silence, song, slow  
d ru m m in g , o r m ed ita tion . Sm udging is  a P la ins In d ia n  practice. Th is  practice , in  
p a rtic u la r, represents an excellent exam ple o f Neo-Pagan bo rrow ing  o f r itu a l tools.
A fte r p rie s t and priestess have fin ished  sm udg ing  the  congregation, they re tu rn  to 
s tand fac ing  one ano the r on opposite sides o f the  a lta r, p ries t to  the  sou th , priestess to 
the  n o rth . The p rie s t ho lds  a bu tane  lig h te r over h is  head in  h is  r ig h t hand , and  uses i t  
to  lig h t a sm all w h ite  taper w ith  h is  le ft hand . The sm a ll w h ite  candles th a t observant 
Jews use fo r F riday  n ig h t prayers a t hom e are preferred fo r th is  purpose because o f 
th e ir  size, ava ilab ility , and  cost. The priestess then  lowers the  flam e to  the  cen te r o f the 
a lta r  in  a single, slow, ve rtica l m ovem ent, and  lig h ts  a red p illa r-eand le  ins ide  o f a 
hand-m ade sta ined glass ja r  abou t the  size o f a m ason ja r . A fte r the  candle has taken  
fire , the  p rie s t steps back. He m ay ho ld  h is  hands crossed across h is  breast, fis ts  
tow ard  each shou lde r -  b u t m any m em bers sk ip  th is  step. The priestess then  stands 
on  the  w est side o f the  a lta r, fac ing  east, and  d raw s a large pentagram  in  the  m r in  fro n t 
o f the  a lta r. M ost priestesses use th e ir  a tham é fo r th is  purpose, a lth o u g h  a po in ted  
index  finge r m ay be subs titu ted . She begins the pentagram  by h e r le ft knee, and in  a 
series o f d iscreet m ovem ents draw s u p  above he r head, down tow ards he r r ig h t knee, 
across tow ards he r le ft shou lde r, h o rizo n ta lly  tow ards he r r ig h t shou lde r, and  back to 
the  s ta rtin g  p o in t by  he r le ft knee again. The body-m etaphor o f the  pentacle  is
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unam b iguous. H aving  d raw n the pentaele, she extends her arm s together in  fro n t o f 
her, pa lm s fac ing  tow ards the sides as i f  she were opening a cu rta in , th ro u g h  the 
pentacle she has d raw n. She m ay say o u t lo u d  “go.”
This process com pletes the c lea ring  o f the  sacred space o f any “negative energy” th a t 
m ig h t have accum u la ted  since the  la s t tim e  the  r itu a l was perform ed. The c irc le  is  now  
seen to  be a vo id  to be filled . The second h a lf  o f the  b u ild in g  cons titu tes  b rin g in g  new 
“energy” in to  the  space th a t has an  app rop ria te ly  ha rm on iou s  m o ra l characte r. The 
a lta r is  the  site o f in te ra c tio n , the  site o f ha rm ony, the  site o f perfect love, and perfect 
tru s t. The priestess draw s a second pentacle, ju s t  like  the f ir s t  and  repeats the  same 
procedure except she su b s titu te s  the  w ord  “com e.” Th is  “activates the  a lta r ,” b rin g in g  
“ sp irit-ene rgy” in  perfect love and perfect t ru s t  in to  the  void.
Calling the Q uarters and  Invok ing  Spirit
Prior to  the r itu a l, e ithe r p ries t o r priestess w il l  approach fo u r people to serve as 
“ q u a rte r ca lle rs .” In d iv id u a ls  selected to  ca ll a q u a rte r are n o rm a lly  seekers w ho have 
attended m ore th a n  one fu l l m oon service. I f  there  are in su ffic ie n t vo lun teers, one o r 
m ore m em bers w ill f i l l  in . V o lun teers are given a typed s lip  o f paper w ith  a s ta tem ent to 
read. N orm a lly  a m em ber o r long -te rm  seeker pe rfo rm s the east quarte r, the  f irs t  one to 
be read. On a cue (usua lly  a nod, som etim es s h e ll ju s t  say “east” ) from  the  priestess, 
the  east-quarte r ca lle r tu rn s  to  face the  east. The congregation tu rn s  to face the  same 
d irection . M ost o f the  congregation w ill assum e a p a rtic u la r pos tu re  th a t they associate 
w ith  th is  p a rtic u la r  d irec tion  (called a m udra , p ronounced “m o o d -ru h ”). C onventiona l 
postures fo r east in c lude  hands clasped a t the  sides, o r le ft hand  held, pa lm  o u t and 
over the head tow ards the east. A lthough  m em bers are ta u g h t to use p a rtic u la r  
m udras , there  is  a lo t o f va ria tio n  in  w h a t in d iv id u a l m em bers w ill do, and  even m ore 
va ria tio n  in  w h a t seekers w ill do. The te x t be low  is  an exam ple from  the O ctober 1997 
fu l l m oon o f w h a t is  said by the  q u a rte r callers. The te x t is h ig h ly  variab le  from  m oon
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to  m oon, b u t is  a lm ost always tw o to  fo u r lines, and  inc ludes bo th  the nam e o f the  
sacred energy invoked, and  the  m ean ing  o f the  m etaphor:
East:
H a il and  welcom e sp ir its  o f the  east, sp ir its  o f a ir.
Y our gusts o f c la r ity  re flect o u r h ighe r selves.
South:
H a il and  welcome sp ir its  o f the  South , sp ir its  o f Fire.
K ind le  o u r in n e r fires w ith  y o u r g ifts  o f passion and energy.
West:
H a il and  welcome sp ir its  o f the  West, s p ir its  o f W ater.
Bathe us  w ith  peace, even in  the  m id s t o f chaos.
N orth:
H a il and  welcome sp ir its  o f the  N orth , sp ir its  o f Earth .
Root u s  w ith  y o u r s treng th , love and joy .
The congregation responds to  each evocation w ith  “h a il and welcom e!”
Seekers experienced in  o the r groups, o r those who have a ttended several M o u n ta in  
Moon C irc le  services tend  to  p u t a great deal o f in flee tion  and fee ling in to  th e ir  voices as 
they  read these lines, b u t they  do n o t im provise. Newer fo lks  tend  to  s tum b le  th ro u g h  
them  a t a bellow , supported  by  reassu ring  sm iles from  mem bers. A fte r the  qua rte rs  
have been called in  the  o rder lis ted  above, the  congregation faces inw a rds  tow ards the 
a lta r again.
L ike  the  invoca tion  o f s p ir it  energy, the  ca lling  o f quarte rs  is  seen to  invoke  the 
nam ed qua lities  o f th a t p a r tic u la r d irec tion  and e lem enta l force. The purpose o f 
in vo k in g  these energies is  to  create a balance and ha rm ony o f energy w ith in  the  c irc le  
fo r a p a rtic u la r purpose. I t  is  the  re sp o n s ib ility  o f the  priestess and p rie s t to  manage 
the energy as i t  enters the c irc le  so th a t i t  creates harm ony. '
P riest and  priestess s tand  fac ing  each o the r on the west side o f the  a lta r. The 
priestess w il l  evoke “goddess energy” in to  the  c irc le . A speech is  a lm os t always
' Every Neo-Pagan know s stories o f people w ho m an ipu la te d  d isha rm on io us  energies 
w ith in  in  a circle. The effects m ay be d isastrous: candles knocked over to  s ta rt a fire , 
gusts o f w in d  d is ru p tin g  the  service, o r a freak  th u n d e rs to rm  th a t soaks everyone to  the 
sk in . O r they m ay be h ila r io u s , as i t  was w hen a ca t acc iden ta lly  bu rn e d  o ff h a lf  o f h is  
w h iske rs  and set h is  ta il sm o ldering  w h ile  check ing  o u t a candle -  b u t an  im ba lance  o f 
energy is  never ha rm on ious.
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prepared in  advanee, w h ich  she m ay m em orize o r read from  paper. L ike  the  ca llin g  o f 
the  quarte rs , the  priestess’ evocation w il l  inc lude  the  nam e o f the  s p ir it  be ing called and 
a c lear s ta tem ent o f the  m etaphor to  be expressed. The priestess’ evocation w il l  be 
longer th a n  the q u a rte r calls, u s u a lly  s ix  to  ten  lines. A fte r she perfo rm s her evocation, 
the  p ries t evokes “god energy” in  the  same way.
The p rie s t and priestess are seen to  have a rtis tic  con tro l over the  con ten t o f the  
r itu a l as s p ir itu a l d irec to rs  o f the  r itu a l. Thus, e ithe r m ay -  and often do -  ad lib  th e ir  
evocations. Such evocations are “ in tu ite d ,” m ean ing  delivered d ire c tly  to the 
congregation from  the goddess o r god th ro u g h  the  vehicle o f the  p rie s t o r priestess. The 
a b ility  to  serve as a channe l fo r the  goddess o r god’s voice is an im p o rta n t va lue  and the 
m a rk  o f a  s trong  mem ber.
The priestess w ill announce th a t the  c irc le  is  cast. The congregation is  s tand ing  
w ith in  a spa tia l m etaphor, a ha rm on iou s  b lend  o f ea rth  and sky, fire  and  w ater, 
in d iv id u a l and  sp ir it.
R itua l Body
The priestess and  p ries t w il l take th e ir  seats, s igna ling  the  congregation to  do so as 
w ell. They w il l  take a few m om ents to  ind ica te  to  the congregation exactly  w h a t so rt o f 
“w o rk ” is  to  be perform ed a t th a t n ig h t’s service. “W ork” is  used in  lie u  of, and 
synonym ous w ith  “m agic,” and suggests a s trong  p ro tes tan t w o rk  ethos in  the 
com m un ity . Neo-Pagans seldom pray. They w ork.
The body p o rtio n  o f the  r itu a l is the  m ost flex ib le  fo r e laboration. T hus w hen the 
fu ll  m oon r itu a l tem pla te  is  used fo r som eth ing o the r th a n  a fu ll  m oon r itu a l,  such  as a 
fune ra l, m ost o f the  changes to  the  them e occur here.
In  a typ ica l exam ple o f the  m a in  body o f a fu l l  m oon r itu a l, the  coven, as a group, 
created an “a s tra l” o r s p ir itu a l “peace dove” fo r the  purpose o f a id ing  the ongoing 
m idd le -east peace process. The congregation stood very close to the a lta r, in  m any 
cases reach ing  over one another. They he ld  th e ir  hands o u t in to  the space over top  o f
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the  a lta r, reach ing, shaping, and  add ing  energy u n t i l  each person w as satis fied  th a t 
they  had  created a dove above the a lta r. Th is dove was then  in s tru c te d  by  the p ries t 
and  priestess to  give the  good energy i t  ca rried  to  p o lit ica l leaders w ho were nego tia ting  
peace te rm s a t the  tim e. A n  in d iv id u a l m ay give energy its  m o ra l q u a lity  by  feeling 
feelings associated w ith  th a t m o ra l q u a lity  as they  are m a n ip u la tin g  the  fo rm  o f the 
energy. Thus, a  person crea ting  the  “peace dove” was to focus th e ir  feelings on group 
ha rm ony, and  set any d isha rm on io us  though ts  aside.
In  the  s p ir it  o f he te ra rchy, everyone n o rm a lly  pa rtic ipa tes  in  the  body o f the  r itu a l. 
M any body ac tiv ities  are hands-on  cra ft-s ty le  pro jects, rem in iscen t o f the  sorts o f th ings  
I d id  in  grade school; collages, co lo ring  pro jects, and  the  crea tion  o f “god’s eyes” have a ll 
been used as “w o rk ings ” in  the  past. The p ries t and priestess, together w ith  a tte n d a n t 
and gatekeeper take on the role o f fa c ilita to r, g u id in g  and  encouraging, ra th e r th a n  
com m anding. The phys ica l objects are “charged” w ith  “energy” to give them  m agica l 
effectiveness. The group m ay dance, sing, d ru m , o r a ll o f the above, always a round  the 
circ le  in  a  clockw ise d iree tion , a round  the a lta r, to  in te n s ify  the  power o f the  m etaphor 
th a t is the  a lta r, and  to grab some o f th a t m etaphor bo th  figu ra tive ly  and  lite ra lly , and 
s tu ff  i t  in to  th e ir  in d iv id u a l p ro ject, th e ir  jo u rn e y  o f the  self, th e ir  in d iv id u a l “w o rk .”
This m a in  body o f the  r itu a l shou ld  take abou t h a lf  an hou r; i f  a deta iled c ra ft 
p ro jec t is  involved, the  p ro jec t m ay take longer, a lthoug h  as the  coven has grown there 
has been a fo rm a l e ffo rt by the  clergy to re ign  in  d raw n  o u t a r t p ro jects  because o f tim e 
cons tra in ts  and  costs invo lved in  coaching f if ty  p lu s  people th ro u g h  a task.
Cakes and  Wine and  the Great Rite
Fo llow ing the  m a in  body o f the  r itu a l, the  p ries t and  priestess re tu rn  to  the sc rip t 
fo r “ the  great r ite ” and  “cakes and w ine ,” rem in iscen t o f C h ris tia n  com m un ion  r itu a ls . 
The priestess is  u s u a lly  responsib le  fo r b rin g in g  som eth ing (usua lly  non -a lcoho lic  ow ing 
to  the presence o f recovering add ic ts  and m ino rs  in  the  congregation) to  d r in k  fo r the  
sacram ent, w h ile  the  p rie s t n o rm a lly  provides som eth ing  to eat. F inger food is
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preferred, and som eth ing th a t can be b roken  in to  sm all pieces, like  bread o r cookies. 
Some r itu a l leaders m ake som eth ing  p a rtic u la r ly  fo r the  r itu a l. One w om an in  a coven 1 
v is ited  was know n  fo r m a k in g  “yon i-cakes,” w h ich  were cookies shaped like  fem ale 
gen ita lia , fo r the  cakes and ale service. M any p a rtic ip a n ts  and  r itu a l leaders a rrive  w ith  
grocery-store bou g h t food.
A p o rtio n  o f the  cakes are set on a p la te , w h ile  the  w ine is  poured  in to  a c lear and 
b lue  glass chalice. (The coven has gone th ro u g h  several chalices, re su ltin g  in  the 
paek ing  scheme noted above.) The priestess ho lds the p late w ith  the  cakes in  h e r le ft 
hand  and the  chalice w ith  the  w ine  in  h e r r ig h t hand  so th a t the  cakes are unde rne a th  
the  w ine. The p rie s t then  ho lds h is  a tham é above the  chalice w ith  bo th  hands grasped 
one over the  other, b lade p o in tin g  dow nw ard. The congregation stands w hen they  see 
h im  assum e th is  pos ition . He and begins to low er the  blade in to  the  chalice. The p ries t 
and  the priestess begin the fo llow ing  chan t, the  rest o f the  congregation jo in in g  in  r ig h t 
away:
1 am  fa ith  and  courage 
I am  being and doing 
1 am  love and w ill
I am fem in ine  and m ascu line  sh in in g  in  one 
In teg ra tion  in  m y goal.
C reation  m y p leasyre , and 
A centered se lf m y W ill m anifested
As the la s t line  is  com pleted, the  t ip  o f the  atham é touches the  bo ttom  o f the  chalice,
w ith  an aud ib le  “c lin k !”
The p ries t now  w ith d ra w s  h is  dagger from  the  chalice, w ipes i t  on a c lo th , and
re tu rn s  i t  to  h is  belt. The priestess says, “Lady, in  hono r o f thee I d r in k  th is  toas t and
p o u r th is  lib a tio n .” She proceeds to  sip from  the  chalice, and p o u r a sm a ll a m o u n t in  a
d ish  on the  a lta r set aside fo r th is  purpose. She then  places the cha lice  on the  a lta r
and  p icks  u p  the  p la te  w ith  the  cakes. H o ld ing  the bo ttom  o f the  p la te  w ith  h e r le ft
hand , she ho lds  her r ig h t hand  above the cakes and says, “Bless these cakes w ith  the
w isdom  o f the  ages.” She then  eats a sm all pieee, and drops a sm a ll piece in to  the  d ish
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w ith  the lib a tio n  o f w ine. The p o rtio n  set aside in  the  d ish  w ill be deposited u n d e r a 
tree outs ide p riva te ly  by the  ce lebrants a fte r the  service.
The priestess then  tu rn s  to the p rie s t and  feeds a sm all piece to  h im , saying “m ay 
you  never h u n g e r.” She then  hands the p ries t the  chalice and  he d r in k s  from  it. As the 
p ries t d r in ks , the  priestess says, “M ay you  never th irs t . ” D u rin g  th is  r itu a l there is 
silence from  the congregation. A fte r the  p rie s t has d ru n k  the  a lta r a tte n d a n t and  
gatekeeper move q u ick ly  to  the center o f the  c irc le  to he lp  the  priestess and p ries t 
prepare fo u r p la tes o f food and fo u r chalices. Each takes a p la te  as soon as i t  is  ready, 
carries i t  to  the  q u a rte r ca ller, and  feeds them , repeating  the same fo rm u la : “M ay you  
never hunger. M ay you  never th irs t . ” The q u a rte r ca lle r then  feeds the person to  th e ir  
le ft (clockwise), repeating  the  fo rm u la . Each congregant receives the  cakes and w ine  the 
same way, from  the person on th e ir  r ig h t, and  th e n  offers the sacram ents to  the  person 
on th e ir  le ft. Th is process takes abou t ten  m inu tes , and is  u s u a lly  accom panied by 
cheerfu l song begun by  a ce lebrant and  or A frican  d ru m m in g  perform ed by  a 
congregant w ho has been tapped fo r the  jo b  in  advance. Celebrants stay near each 
chalice and  p la te  in  o rder to  re fill them  w ith  food and d r in k  as needed.
Closing the Circle
Follow ing the cakes and ale cerem ony, the  a lta r  a ttenda n t and  gatekeeper t id y  up  
the  a lta r and  q u ic k ly  shu ffle  the  serving appara tus  o u t o f s igh t u n d e r the a lta r  c lo th , 
re tu rn in g  to  s tand  in  fro n t o f th e ir  seats in  the circ le . The priestess w ill re tu rn  to  the 
w est side o f the  a lta r and offer a few c los ing  w ords. She m ig h t say som eth ing  to the  
effect o f “ 1 see w e’ve ra ised a lo t o f energy here ton igh t! Le t’s g round  some o f o u r excess 
energy.” She w ill knee l on the floo r on one o r bo th  knees, and  place bo th  hands on the  
g round. In d iv id u a ls  w ho sense th a t th e ir  energy is  o u t o f balance w ith  the  h a rm on iou s  
energy in  the  c irc le  w ill fo llow  he r lead, p lac ing  th e ir  hands  on the  g round. They see 
them selves passing “negative” o r “excess” energy in to  the  g round  and d raw ing  u p
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balanced ha rm on iou s  energy in to  th e ir  bodies. W hen they sense th a t they  are in  
balance they  w ill s tand  up ; the  priestess is  u s u a lly  la s t to rise.
Once the  priestess and  p ries t rise  again, and see th a t everyone has risen  from  th e ir  
kneeling , g round in g  pos ition , they w il l  re tu rn  to  s tand  in  fro n t o f the  a lta r. The p ries t 
w il l d ism iss the god energy f irs t  by  e ithe r saying a s ix  to  ten line  prepared speech o r by 
“ in tu it in g ” one ad lib . The speech always nam es the  god energy th a t was nam ed in  the 
in it ia l evocation, th a n ks  i t  fo r be ing present, and  nam es the m o ra l qua lities  th a t i t  has 
lean t to  the circle. W hen the  p ries t has fin ished  saying h is  piece, he concludes by 
saying “ stay i f  you  w ill,  go i f  you  m u s t.” He then  takes an aud ib le  b rea th  and  says,
“H a il and  farew ell!” w h ich  is  echoed by the  congregation. The priestess th e n  repeats the 
process to  d ism iss goddess energy from  the  circle. The quarte rs  are d ism issed in  
reverse o rder by th e ir  o rig in a l q u a rte r callers: N orth  and earth , w est and  w ater, sou th  
and fire , east and  a ir. As each is  d ism issed, the  congregation tu rn s  to  face in  the 
appropria te  d irec tion  and m ake the  appropria te  m udra . As before, the  q u a rte r ca lle rs 
read prepared rem arks  from  a piece o f paper th a t they  have been given beforehand.
The p ries t and priestess then  re tu rn  to  s tand  in  fro n t o f th e ir  seats in  the c irc le . They 
jo in  hands w ith  the  people on e ithe r side o f them . The m em bers and  experienced 
seekers also jo in  hands w ith  people on e ithe r side o f them , and o thers  w ho do n o t know  
w h a t is going on m im ic  the  m em bers. The p rie s t and  priestess begin to  s ing “The c irc le  
is  open, b u t i t  is  unb roken . M erry  meet, and m e rry  pa rt, and m e rry  m eet aga in .” The 
congregation jo in s  in  a fte r the  f irs t  tw o words. U sua lly  the  song is  sung w ith  
en thus iasm ; some people sw ing th e ir  a rm s, o the rs  have been kn o w n  to  k ic k  th e ir  feet 
u p  as i f  in  a chorus line . The verses are sung th ree  tim es. On the  th ird  “ M erry  m ee t...” 
the  p ries t and priestess raise th e ir  hands, s t i l l  jo in e d  together h ig h  above th e ir  heads, 
and m ost o f the  congregation fo llow s su it. A t the  end o f the  song, hands s t i l l  over th e ir  
heads, the  c irc le  breaks in to  a cho rus  o f hoots and cheers. They release hands and 
some app laud  brie fly .
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As p a rtic ip a n ts  leave the circ le , they  take w ith  them  the im m edia te  m o ra l lesson 
taugh t. The message has been basic, and  re ite ra ted  th ro u g h o u t the  service. They m ay 
take  w ith  them  the ob ject th a t th e y ’ve m ade, a token  o f a few m ore steps taken  on th e ir  
persona l jo u rn e y . These tokens u s u a lly  f in d  a pe rm anen t hom e in  the  in d iv id u a l Neo- 
Pagan’s persona l hom e a lta r. Sab ina M aglioco (2001) note th is  as w e ll in  he r piece on 
festiva l a lta rs . They also take w ith  them  the  ba lanced energy, the  ha rm o n y  o f love and 
t ru s t  th a t they  spent the  h o u r and  a h a lf  long r itu a l b u ild ing . Fo llow ing  the  r itu a l, 
there  is  a p o t- lu c k  “feast” o f m ostly  store bough t finger-foods th a t people b r in g  to  eat 
a fte r the  fact. Th is serves as an abbrevia ted socia l hou r, as fr iends  m ing le  and catch 
u p  w ith  each other. A tte n d a n t and gatekeeper he lp  the  celebrants pack u p  the  a lta r- in -  
a-box, and re tu rn  the  seating in  the  ch u rch  to  rows. O ften the  ce lebrants, va rious 
groups o f m em bers o r congregants w il l  go o u t fo r a la te  d in n e r o r dessert a fte r r itu a l a t 
a d iner. U sua lly  the  la s t people have le ft the  ch u rch  by 45 m in u te s  a fte r the  end o f the  
service.
Sum m ary
The m odal fu l l  m oon r itu a l re ite ra tes the  key Neo-Pagan theolog ica l e lem ents la id  
o u t in  the  la s t chapter. Several c irc u la r images have been used, and  la id  o u t in  a 
he te ra rch ica l m anner. The p rinc ip les  o f ha rm o n y  and consensus have been a rticu la te d  
bo th  sym bo lica lly  and  lite ra lly . Energy has been m an ipu la te d  fo r purposes o f hea ling  
change, and to  a id  m em bers o f the  co m m u n ity  on th e ir  jou rneys  o f persona l grow th.
The P ro testan t w o rk  e th ic  has been c lea rly  la id  ou t, and  m em bers have been able to 
b r in g  tang ib le  resu lts  o f th e ir  w o rk  hom e w ith  them . The r itu a l has been form alized 
th ro u g h  the  m etapho rica l sexual u n io n  em bodied in  the great rite .
In  a d d itio n  to  fu n c tio n in g  as a regu la r m eans o f ce lebration , the  fu ll m oon r itu a l is  a 
dress rehearsa l fo r m ore serious perform ances. In  the next chap te r, we w il l  see how  the  
m em bers o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  reapp lied  the  fundam en ta l theolog ica l p rin c ip le s  to
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the  prob lem  o f an extended h osp ita l stay made by a coven m em ber w ith  a life  
th rea ten in g  illness.
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CHAPTER 5 
HEALING CHANGE
Ja c k ’s illness  and in s titu tio n a liz a tio n  represented a grave th re a t to  the  energy o f 
com m un itas , to  J a c k ’s a b ility  to  act as an agent, and  to the boundaries th a t p ro tec t th is  
in te n tio n a l co m m u n ity  from  outs iders. J a c k ’s Am erican  c iv il peers likew ise  had to 
resolve the  breach created by  h is  absence. A ll o f these prob lem s were resolved th ro u g h  
r itu a l behavior. In  the A m erican Neo-Pagan case, th is  r itu a l behavio r was d is tille d  from  
the core theolog ica l proposals o u tlin e d  above, ju s t  as the  fu ll m oon r itu a l has been. 
Non-Pagan responses were resolved from  the longstand ing  tra d itio n s  o f the  A m erican 
c iv il re lig ion . The fo llow ing  e thnog raph ic  exam ple o f J a c k ’s h o sp ita l stay illu s tra te s  th is  
process o f r itu a l creation.
The s to ry  o f J a c k ’s m e rc ifu lly  ra p id  decline and death  from  an aggressive s tra in  o f 
m u ltip le  m yelom a is  an u n fo rtu n a te ly  typ ica l one. There is no cure  fo r m u ltip le  
m yelom a, a lthoug h  in  the less aggressive fo rm s i t  can be treated and forced in to  
rem iss ion  fo r a period o f u p  to five years th ro u g h  a com b ina tion  o f ra d ia tio n  and 
chem otherapy fo llowed by a bone m a rro w  tra n sp la n t. M yelom a is m ore com m on in  
m en th a n  in  wom en, and i t  is tw ice as com m on in  A frican  Am ericans as in  Caucasians. 
A m erican Cancer In s titu te  s ta tis tics  place the  inc idence o f m yelom a am ong w h ite  
Am ericans as 4.1 cases per 100,000 in d iv id u a ls .
As a m a ch in is t. J a c k ’s card iac and  m u scu la r h ea lth  was excellent. However, th ir ty  
years o f w o rk  in  a m ach ine  shop had  taken  its  to ll. Kussina, h is  youngest daugh ter, 
in fo rm ed me th a t he m anaged once to  b u m  a ll the  h a ir  o f h is  head w ith  a  b low  to rch !
H is ske le ta l system  was com prom ised by years o f heavy lift in g . He had  bad knees a ll 
h is  life. A fte r a back in ju ry  re q u ir in g  su rg ica l in te rve n tio n  in  the late 1980s, Ja c k  had
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experienced regu la r back  pa in . A lthough  Ja ck  was a non-sm oker, he was ro u tin e ly  
exposed to  second-hand smoke in  h is  place o f em ploym ent. F u rthe rm ore , b o th  J a c k ’s 
em ploym ent and  hobbies invo lved in te rm itte n t con tac t w ith  carcinogen ic chem ica ls. In  
p a rticu la r, exposure to  pe tro leum  products , heavy m eta ls, and asbestos are a ll r is k  
factors fo r m yelom a. Because m yelom a u s u a lly  a ttacks  people over 40 years o f age, 
w ith  a m ean age o f onset o f 68, i t  is th o u g h t th a t m yelom a re su lts  from  an 
a ccum u la tion  o f carcinogens over tim e. I f  th is  is  tru e . Ja c k ’s r is k  was q u ite  elevated 
because o f h is  long-te rm  exposure to  hazardous m ateria ls . M ost m yelom a fa ta lities , 
representing  abou t one percen t o f A m erican cancer deaths each year, p ro x im a lly  re s u lt 
from  rena l fa ilu re .
In  a d d itio n  to  J a c k ’s dem ograph ica lly  elevated r is k  fo r cancer, there  were a nu m b e r 
o f behavio ra l r is ks  th a t assured the  cancer, w hen i t  d id  appear, w ou ld  n o t be detected 
early. As w ith  the  m em bers o f m any w o rk in g  class fam ilies. Ja ck  was n o t the  so rt o f 
person to  seek o u t preventa tive  m edicine. Ja ck  spent h is  life  a round  pa in . H is ethos, 
and  th a t o f m em bers o f h is  w o rk  com m un ity , was th a t pa in  was som eth ing one “w orked  
th ro u g h .” Pain was p a rt o f life ; w im ps ran  to  the docto r eveiy tim e  they  s tubbed th e ir  
toe. W hen M ay describes J a c k ’s m ed ica l h is to iy , she d is tingu ish ed  between “phys ica l 
prob lem s w ith  h is  body,” and  v ira l o r bacte ria l in fections. Ja ck  th o u g h t o f th in g s  in  
te rm s o f engineering. W hen there was a m echan ica l fa ilu re  in  h is  body, like  the in ju ry  
to  h is  back o r knee, w hen  the p a in  became unbea rab le  instead  o f the  d u ll p a in  th a t 
p u nc tua ted  m ost o f h is  life , he was w illin g  to  seek m edica l in te rven tion . H is  body had a 
m echan ica l p rob lem  th a t needed to  be fixed; he w en t to the doctor, the  m echanic, to  f ix  
it. Ja ck  d id  n o t conceive o f non-m echan ica l sorts o f diseases, like  the  flu , to  be life - 
th rea ten ing . In  m ost c ircum stances, he was correct; he was a fte r a ll, in  the  best o f 
card io  p u lm o n a ry  and  im m uno log ica l hea lth  u n t i l  on ly  a few m on ths  before h is  death.
A ce rta in  susp ic ion  and  cyn ic ism  concern ing  the  m otives o f m edica l p ro fessiona ls m ay 
also have co n tr ib u te d  to  J a c k ’s in s titu tio n a liz e d  avoidance o f the  m ed ica l profession.
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Entering the H osp ita l
I t  shou ld  come as lit t le  su rp rise  then , w hen in  Septem ber o f 2003, Ja ck  began to 
have s p litt in g  headaches and a backache, he d id  n o t seek m edica l in te rven tion  
im m edia te ly . ‘ Backaches he was used to, and he had been w o rk in g  a lo t th a t sum m er. 
He knew  some guys a t w o rk  w ho had  had  back  operations s im ila r to  the  one th a t he 
had  in  the 1980s, and  they to ld  h im  th a t ten  years is a ll you  got o u t o f a  repa ired  back. 
He w asn ’t  a t a ll su rp rised  th e n  th a t h is  back  had  fin a lly  s ta rted  to  go ou t. He w o u ld  
ju s t  w o rk  th ro u g h  it. The headaches, centered on h is  ear, were a d iffe re n t m a tte r, and 
he consu lted  h is  fa m ily  phys ic ian , w ho th o u g h t an ear in fec tion  m ig h t be invo lved and 
prescribed m edicated ear drops and  an a n tib io tic  regim en. W hen th is  tre a tm e n t was 
unsuccessfu l. M ay re lates th a t Ja ck  tu rn e d  to  a sim ple, com prehensib le, engineering 
so rt o f exp lana tion:
He got to  the  p o in t where he was positive  a bug  had flow n in  h is  ear and  d ied in  
h is  ear. He was sure th a t was w h a t i t  was. He said, “ I th in k  the re ’s a  bug  in  m y 
ear. I th in k  a bug  craw led in  m y ear and  died and they can ’t  f in d  it, and  th a t ’s 
w h a t the  prob lem  is .”
Over the next th ree m on ths . Ja ck  saw several doctors, and even tua lly  ended u p  
w ith  an ear, nose, and  th ro a t spec ia lis t w ho iden tified  a large m ass beg inn ing  near h is  
ear and proceeding across the  back o f h is  s k u ll and ordered a biopsy, w h ich  con firm ed  
the  cancer. Ja ck  was re ferred to  an oncolog ist, w hom  he saw the  fo llow ing  M onday, 
December 22"'', 2003. The onco log ist ordered h im  adm itted  to  the  h o sp ita l im m ed ia te ly  
fo r the rapy w ith  ra d ia tio n  to  address the  m ass in  h is  s k u ll and th a lid o m id e  to  a tta ck  
the  osteotic lesions th a t had  spread th ro u g h o u t h is  ske le ta l s tru c tu re . Ja c k  w ou ld  
spend m ost o f the  rem a in ing  th ree  m on ths  o f h is  life  in s titu tio n a lize d .
' In  cons idering  the  fo llow ing  d iscuss ion , i t  is  im p o rta n t to  keep in  m in d  th a t J a c k ’s 
persona l response to  h is  illness, p a rtic u la r ly  in  its  early stages, was m ore cons is ten t 
w ith  the A m erican c iv il re lig ion  th a n  w ith  A m erican Neo-Paganism. M ay, on the  o the r 
hand, is  fa r m ore deeply embedded in  A m erican  Neo-Paganism th a n  in  the  Am erican  
c iv il re lig ion . Since M ay staged m anaged and na rra ted  m uch  o f the  d ia logue o f J a c k ’s 
hosp ita l stay, the  la tte r  p a rt o f J a c k ’s life  was m ediated in  Neo-Pagan language to  a 
greater ex ten t th a n  w ou ld  have been the case had Ja ck  na rra ted  h is  own story. The 
f ir s t  p a rt o f th is  chap te r c lea rly  re flects th is  d ifference in  tone.
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F a ith  and  Courage
As the  secu lar m edica l resources began to  address J a c k ’s cancer, the  m em bers o f 
M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  m obilized fo r w ar. Everyone in  the  co m m u n ity  was aware o f 
Ja c k ’s headaches. The co m m u n ity  inc ludes fo u r m em bers w ho are nurses, n u rse ’s 
aids, o r n u rs in g  a dm in is tra to rs . Sayward, a kore  m em ber w ho was a n u rs in g  hom e 
a d m in is tra to r a t the  tim e  and is  now  fin is h in g  h e r n u rs in g  degree, reca lls  be ing qu ite  
concerned abou t J a c k ’s hea lth  th a t fa ll. M ay te lephoned Sayward on Decem ber 19'*’ 
a fte r she was in fo rm ed abou t the  d iagnosis. Sayward sent an em ail announcem ent to  
the coven th a t w ou ld  echo weekly reports  to  the coven u n t i l  J a c k ’s death;
December 19**’ , 2003 
Dear Folks:
M ay asked me to  w rite  th is  to  the g roup lis t. A ppa ren tly  Ja ck  had  the  resu lts  
from  h is  b iopsy today and the doctors to ld  h im  he has a ra re  fo rm  o f bone 
cancer. I t  is  somehow on h is  sku ll. U n fo rtu n a te ly  M ay w asn 't able to  be w ith  
h im  a t the  doctor's and  so they d o n 't have the  re p o rt and can 't rea lly  te ll us  any 
m ore th a n  th a t. The nex t step is  th a t Ja ck  has to  see a spec ia lis t a b o u t th is .
M ay w il l  get the  re p o rt on M onday, and  hope fu lly  be m ore in fo rm ed  on w ha t's  
going on.
I kn o w  b o th  Ja ck  and  M ay cou ld  use us  keeping them  in  th e ir  prayers. I f  
you  can send them  lov ing  supportive  energy on th is  and best w ishes fo r a  c lear 
in fo rm a tive  reso lu tion  th a t w ou ld  be w onderfu l.
Sayward
A t surface value, Sayw ard ’s em ail sounds m u ch  like  the em ail any Am erican  m ig h t send 
to  fa m ily  and friends on fin d in g  o f the  serious illness  o f a loved one. W ait. Let the  
doctors do th e ir  th ing . Pray. Hope.
The la s t sentence, however is  te lling . M ost Neo-Pagans w il l  n o t use r itu a l m agic 
un less they  are in v ite d  to  do so by the  rec ip ien t. The f in a l sentence was a ca ll to  “w o rk ” 
by a m em ber to  the coven: Fear, Fire, Foes, A w ake ! Perm ission had  been given -  do 
w h a t i t  w ou ld  take to restore ha rm ony. The coven arose to  the  challenge.
The day a fte r Ja ck  was adm itted  to  the  hosp ita l, Alyssa, a kore  m em ber, began to 
o rchestra te  a m agica l hea ling  e ffo rt th a t w ou ld  la s t the  next th ree  m on ths  and  invo lve 
a lm ost every coven mem ber. A lthough  the  o rig in a l in te n t was fo r Ja ck  to  stay a t hom e
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and undergo ra d ia tio n  as an ou tp a tie n t, he began to  develop d iff ic u lty  sw allow ing, and 
was adm itted  to  the  h o sp ita l on J a n u a ry  1®*, 2004. Once the de ta ils  o f J a c k ’s illness  
became clear, A lyssa scheduled a hands-on  hea ling  session on J a n u a ry  3"*. H ands-on 
hea ling  is  seen as m ore effective th a n  d is ta n t healing , and is  considered preferab le i f  
tim e  and tra n sp o rta tio n  afford  it.
L ike the  d is ta n t hea ling  efforts, the  hands-on  hea ling  th a t was perform ed on Ja ck  
was conducted in  a he te ra rch ica l group. Two a ttem p ts  were made co llective ly, one on 
Ja n u a ry  th ird , and one in  early  February. Several e ffo rts  were also m ade p riva te ly  by 
in d iv id u a ls  as they  v is ited  Ja ck  in  the hosp ita l. A t least e ight m em bers were invo lved 
in  the f ir s t  hea ling  effort, fa c ilita te d  by Alyssa. F ou r m em bers were invo lved in  the 
second a ttem pt, a ll hands-on  hea ling  specia lists, fac ilita ted  by  Sally. No one has a 
c lear m em ory o f exactly  the  procedure followed, and I was n o t present, so 1 have 
su b s titu te d  a procedure used by the coven in  a p revious hea ling  e ffo rt as a 
representa tive exam ple o f w h a t m ay have occurred. Because so m any people were 
present, a c irc le  was cast, u s in g  the  “w eak” vers ion described earlie r because o f the  
confined space o f the  h o sp ita l room . A  m em ber was selected w ho placed th e ir  hands on 
Jack. Th is  m em ber was responsib le  fo r d ire c tin g  energy to J a c k ’s in ju r ie s , by  m oving 
h e r hands a round  J a c k ’s body; we w ill ca ll th is  person the  condu it. The rem a in ing  
m em bers c irc led  a round  J a c k ’s h o sp ita l bed, m a k in g  phys ica l con tac t w ith  one ano the r 
by ho ld ing  hands. The m em ber w ho was s tand ing  beh ind  the c o n d u it m em ber placed 
bo th  o f th e ir  hands on the  c o n d u it m em ber’s shou lders; the  m em bers on e ithe r side o f 
he r grasped her shou lde rs  to  com plete the  circle. The fa c ilita to r o f the  g roup then  
began a “con tin u o u s  O m .” T h is  is  accom plished by  s low ly exha ling  a b rea th , over 
abou t 45 seconds, w h ile  in to n in g  the  w ord  “O m ,” w ith  em phasis on the  resonan t 
po rtio n  o f the  “m ,” very deeply. W hen each m em ber fin ished  exha ling , they  w ou ld  take 
a deep brea th , and  begin again, so th a t the  “ Om ” d id  n o t cease u n t i l  cued by the 
fa c ilita to r. The in d iv id u a l voices o f the  “ Om ” b lend w ith  one ano the r so th a t the  coven 
is  experienced as speaking w ith  a single, great voice. Th is  is perceived to  generate a
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great deal o f energy, and is  very h a rd  on the  c o n d u it m em ber w ho m ay v is ib ly  shake
w ith  the  im pac t o f the  energy. W hen 1 served as c o n d u it a t an un re la ted  hea ling , 1 fe lt
s ingle m inded, as though  i t  took  every ounce o f m y being to keep m y a tte n tio n  on the
p o in t to  be healed; a ll o the r voices faded to  n o th in g  save fo r the  v ib ra tin g  b rea th  o f the
“O m ” in  m y ears. I t  was so rt o f like  s tand ing  in  fro n t o f a loudspeaker a t a ro ck  concert.
W hen I described m y experience to  A lyssa, she said i t  was typ ica l, a lthoug h  each person
learns to  feel energy in  th e ir  own way. Sally, w ho fac ilita ted  th a t second g roup hands-
on hea ling  e ffo rt describes the  feeling o f the  energy:
I d id  a  lo t o f w o rk  a t h is  th ro a t, because there  was som eth ing w ith  h is  th ro a t, 
and also a t d iffe ren t po in ts  on h is  back, so 1 p u t m y hands on those places 
where I th o u g h t i t  w ou ld  do the m ost good and  ju s t  le ft them  there and  allowed 
hea ling  energy to  flow. W hen 1 do Reiki, i t ’s n o t m y energy, b u t I ’m  a co n d u it, a 
channe l fo r u n ive rsa l life  energy, fo r ch i. U sua lly  the  rec ip ien t o f the  Reik i, i t  
feels com forting , i t  feels w arm , they  w il l  re lax  and  th e ir  pa in  w il l  lessen... Ja ck  
was in  pa in , and ... we were w o rk in g  on re liev ing  h is  pa in ... W hen I p u t m y 
hands on someone, and  do energetic hea ling , 1 don ’t  necessarily  kn o w  w h a t is 
going to  happen. I do i t  in  a w ay th a t is  guided, and 1 m ay n o t know . I m ay ju s t  
feel hea t and feel energy flow ing, o r 1 m ay feel energy blockage and  c lear th a t 
blockage, b u t n o t rea lly  kn o w  w h a t’s happen ing  on a phys ica l level.
M ay absented he rse lf from  the  group hea ling  w ork . By th is  tim e, she says, “ I was a
w reck.” W hen y o u ’re do ing  hea ling  w ork , a ll you  w a n t is  “pure, positive v ib ra tio n s  going
o u t and going to  the person w ho needs i t . ” W hen a person is n o t em o tiona lly  balanced
and  able to ex is t in  ha rm ony  w ith  the group, th e ir  c o n tr ib u tio n  is lik e ly  to  d is ru p t the
w o rk  a t hand. M ay knew  th is , and  even tho u g h  she was inv ited  to  p a rtic ipa te , she
v o lu n ta r ily  stood aside, w a tch ing  the  young  son o f one o f the m em bers in  the  ha llw ay  as
the  co m m u n ity  worked.
Am ulets and  Talism ans
Because A m erican Neo-Pagans v iew  energy as res iden t in  phys ica l objects, in  
ad d itio n  to the  hea ling  efforts m ade on J a c k ’s b e h a lf th ro u g h  rem ote and  hands-on  
healing , several hea ling  efforts  were made u s in g  energies th a t had  been placed in  
objects th a t were le ft in  J a c k ’s room . There are tw o ways th is  so rt o f hea ling  is 
hand led , one invo lv ing  energy w ith  a p a r tic u la r q u a lity  seen as in h e re n t in  objects
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(usua lly  called “am u le ts ” ), and  the o the r invo lv ing  energies th a t have been r itu a lly
added to  objects. B o th  m ethods were used in  J a c k ’s case.
“ I t  seemed to m e,” Sa lly says, “ th a t a h o sp ita l is  a rea lly  negative place to  get w e ll
in .” H osp ita ls  are conceived o f by some Neo-Pagans as depressing, depersona liz ing  and
in s titu tio n a l, and  th u s  fille d  w ith  negative energy. Neo-Pagans conceive the  im persona l,
abs trac t m ed ica l voice in  the  hea ling  d ia log to  be negative and oppressive, b u t
necessary. J a c k ’s illness, fu rthe rm o re , was conceived o f as a response to  negative
energy in  the  body. The m agica l p resc rip tion  fo r hea ling  was to  d raw  negative energy
o u t o f Ja ck  and  o u t o f the  room , as po ison is d raw n from  a w ound ; th is  was done u s in g
objects. The vo id  o f negative energy had  to  be replaced w ith  positive  energy. A lthough
the  hands-on  hea ling  a ttem pts  em phasized positive  energy, objects were used fo r th is
purpose too. A t the  f irs t  hands-on  hea ling  session, N ata lie  gave Ja ck  a lit t le , co lo rfu l
bag th a t she created, suspended from  a s tring , co n ta in in g  herbs w ith  hea ling
properties. A lth o u g h  some o f the  power o f th is  a m u le t came from  qua litie s  seen as
in h e re n t in  the  herbs them selves, the  power o f the  am u le t also comes from  the energy
th a t the  person com m itted  to  m ak ing  the am u le t and  g iv ing it. M ay says th a t the
A m u le t th a t N ata lie  gave to  Ja ck  was very special to  h im :
He wore th a t a round  h is  neck the en tire  tim e. He w o u ld n ’t  take i t  o ff -  even 
w hen they  took  h im  dow n fo r rad ia tion . He said, “No! Leave i t  on! M ine! Beat i t ! ”
And he ju s t  wore th a t n ig h t and day the  w hole  tim e.
Sayward and  Sa lly  bo th  presented Ja ck  w ith  loans o f large crysta ls . A  la rge r c rys ta l 
con ta ins m ore effective magic. Large crysta ls  are also expensive and  d if f ic u lt to  come 
by. Sm all c rys ta ls  are often given as g ifts. In  th is  case, Sayward lean t a large piece o f 
c lear q u a rtz  in  o rder to  m agn ify  J a c k ’s energy and  give h im  strength . Sa lly lean t h im  a 
large piece o f b la ck  je t, a persona l favorite  stone, in tended  to d raw  o u t negativ ity . The 
Je t can become sa tu ra ted  w ith  negative energy, so i t  is  im p o rta n t to  w ash the  nega tiv ity  
o ff o f the  stone w ith  ru n n in g  w a te r a t least once a day. Sally showed M ay how  to  do 
th is  in  ba th room  s in k  in  J a c k ’s hosp ita l room . A lthough  the negative c leansing power 
o f the  stone is  im p o rta n t -  R ich te lls  me he has a piece o f je t  b ig  enough to suck  the
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negative energy o u t o f a whole coven -  I t  was the though t, the  persona l energy
co n trib u te d  by the  g iver th a t counted  also. Sa lly expla ins;
I t  seemed im p o rta n t to  me th a t Ja ck  have a positive a ttitu d e , th a t he feel like  
he ’s healing , th a t he n o t w orry , th a t he kn o w  th a t o the r people are b rin g in g  
th ings , th a t there were o thers  w ho were roo ting  fo r h im . So i t  was a ll the  o the r 
th ings  -  w he the r o r n o t the  ro ck  d id  any good, the  fact th a t I had  b ro u g h t the  
rock  seemed im p o rta n t. I cared enough to  b r in g  the  rock. T h a t he m ig h t believe 
th a t the  ro ck  cou ld  he lp  h im . A nd  so I grabbed the  je t  as som eth ing  phys ica l 
th a t 1 cou ld  give h im , even i f  the  n o t-p h ys ica l s tu ff d id n ’t  w o rk .
L ike m ost energy w ork , e fforts invo lv ing  m u ltip le  people w o rk in g  together are seen
as m ore effective th a n  efforts done alone. On F ebruary  7*", Debbie sent an  em ail to  the
coven spearheading an e ffo rt she and Alice, bo th  ju n io r  m em bers a t the  tim e, organized
to  create a m agica l hea ling  q u ilt. L ike  the  hands-on  hea ling  effort, process was
hete ra rch ica l, w ith  the organizers l im it in g  them selves to a coo rd ina tin g  role. Each
p a rtic ip a tin g  m em ber was assigned to  assemble a b lock  o f the  q u ilt. Astro logy was
taken  in to  accoun t in  the pro ject. Debbie says in  he r em ail, “ Since b locks w il l  be
created d u r in g  the w an ing  m oon, sewers shou ld  focus on he lp ing  Ja ck  s h r in k  the
tu m o rs  and  e lim ina te  the  disease.” M ay elaborates;
The design o f i t  was a sp ira l a t the  top  and  a reverse sp ira l a t the  foot, to  p u ll in  
the  sickness and the negative energies th a t were cou rs ing  th ro u g h o u t h is  body, 
and to p u ll them  away from  h is  body and o u t o f h is  body and d ispersed i t  
th ro u g h  the  foot and o u t away from  h im .
B u ild ing  a Sacred Circle
W ith  a ll these people com ing and going w ith  g ifts . Ja c k ’s h o sp ita l room  was 
som eth ing th a t had  to be seen to  be believed. Ja ck  was in  a p riva te  h o sp ita l room . In  
a d d itio n  to  hea ling  g ifts  from  coven b ro the rs  and  sisters. M ay and  the  k id s  w en t a ll o u t 
in  th e ir  decora ting  efforts. The m idd le  daugh ter, Sam antha, created ceram ic m obile  
w ith  th a t inc luded  a po lym er th a t glows in  the  da rk , and  she h u n g  i t  in  the  room  where 
Ja ck  cou ld  see i t  a t n igh t. S am an tha ’s daugh ter, E la ine, was often present; he r crayon 
draw ings and co lo ring-book a rt was h u n g  u p  a ll over the  room. The cards th a t Ja ck  
received were taped a ll the  w ay a round  the  te lev is ion and  lined  the  tops o f th ree  o f the 
w a lls  like  a corn ice m old ing. C o lo rfu l flags w ith  images o f goddesses pa in ted  on them
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th a t were n o rm a lly  h u n g  o u t a t coven sabbats had  been h u n g  a round  the ce iling  so th a t
the  a ir  co n d itio n in g  w ou ld  cause them  to  flu tte r . In  ad d itio n  to  abou t a h a lf  a dozen
m y la r ba lloons w ith  secu lar get-well messages th a t were tied  to ju s t  abou t a n y th in g  th a t
w ou ld  n o t flo a t away, there was a ve ritab le  garden o f live p lan ts  b ro u g h t from  home.
M ay downloaded images o f hea ling  gods and goddesses and taped them  to  the w a ll
a round  the  head o f the  h osp ita l bed. There were also g ifts  from  m em bers o f o the r Neo-
Pagan groups in  the greater P ittsb u rg h  area. The C ircle o f the  A nc ien t Gods, fo r
example, p rovided a hea ling  c lo th  w ith  sta rs  and  m oons on i t  th a t had  been created by
th e ir  g roup; th is  was h u n g  near the bed from  the  ce iling, like  a cu rta in .
The room  was organized w ith  bo th  aesthetics and  energy in  m ind . In  a d d itio n  to  the
objects added on an ad hoc basis, fo r exam ple. M ay con tracted  K uss ina , the  youngest
daughter, to  create fo u r e lem ental p a in tin g s  th a t were placed a t the  appropria te  w a lls  o f
the room  w here the qua rte rs  w ou ld  fa ll in  a  cast c irc le  as ind ica ted  by a compass.
K uss ina  is  a sk illed  a r t is t and a Neo-Pagan. She discusses the  p a in ting s  in  the  room :
I drew  the  fo u r d iffe ren t e lem ents ... I th in k  there  was a tree o f life  w ith  a wom en 
in  it ,  m uch  like  the  one IVe d raw n  ou ts ide  on the  sign o u t fro n t, fo r earth , and  
then  fo r a ir  there  was a b lue  fa iry , and  th e n  fo r fire , there was a w om an in  the  
p a in tin g  th a t ’s in  the  o the r room  th a t 1 showed you, and fo r w ater, there  was a 
green m erm a id  -  1 used like  seventeen d iffe ren t shades o f greens and b lues fo r 
it, and th a t was h is  favorite  one. He like d  the  m erm aid . 1 don ’t  know  w h y  i t  was 
h is  favorite  one. 1 don ’t  th in k  i t  came o u t the  best o u t o f a ll o f them , b u t he 
like d  th a t one.
The im agery she describes is conventiona l, and  w ou ld  be understood  by any Am erican  
Neo-Pagan; in  p a rticu la r, the  co lor scheme th a t she describes is  qu ite  com m on. The 
an th ropo m orph ic  figures used in  the  images are K u ss in a ’s own crea tion  and are based 
u p o n  pe rsona l assertion ; they are tie d  to  K uss ina ’s ow n jo u rn e y , n o t to  Ja c k ’s. W hen 
asked the sign ificance o f the  m erm aid , fo r exam ple, she said, “ I t  ju s t  seemed 
appropria te  fo r water. I ’ve always like d  m y th ica l creatures. M y m om  used to  read me 
a ll the  G reek and Rom an m y th s ..., fa iry  tales, m ysteries, th ings  like  th a t to  so rt o f 
broaden m y ho rizons.” Ja ck  enjoyed the  expression o f h is  daugh te r’s love, h e r 
co m m un ica tion  o f he r jo u rn e y , and the  in tense  energy th a t w en t in to  such d if f ic u lt
76
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
pieces o f creative a rt. W hile  m ost o f the  room  decora tions were re ta ined  b y  M ay a fte r 
Ja ck  le ft the  hosp ita l, the  pa in ting s  were re tu rn e d  to  Kuss ina ; they are p a rt o f h e r s to ry  
o f the  fin a l steps o f he r jo u rn e y  w ith  he r dad.
1 noted th a t a lthoug h  M ay had  chosen to absent he rse lf from  the  hands-on  hea ling  
r itu a ls , she spearheaded the e ffo rt to  decorate the room . 1 asked he r w h y  she chose to 
p a rtic ip a te  in  th is  a c tiv ity , w hen  she fe lt so d is tra u g h t th a t she cou ld  n o t p a rtic ip a te  in  
the hands-on  healing . W o u ld n ’t  he r nega tiv ity  be encoded in  the  phys ica l objects being 
h u n g  a ll over the  room ? She said th a t th a t was d iffe ren t. D ecora ting  the  room  was a 
low -level so rt o f energy. She m ade a p o in t o f sm udg ing  the en tire  room  re g u la rly  w ith  
sage in  o rder to  chase o ff any negative energy. M ay also made a p o in t o f b rin g in g  her 
tw o-year o ld  g randdaughter, E la ine, to  he lp , and  she conversed and laughed w ith  
whoever was v is itin g , read a loud  jokes and cards as they  were h u n g  up . Th is  had  the 
effect o f c rea ting  positive  energy. The hea ling  r itu a ls , however, were in tense, w ith  
m any, m any m em bers m agn ify ing  the  energy generated by  th e ir  e ffo rt together. Had 
she partic ipa ted , the  e ffo rt w ou ld  have m agnified  the  negative energy th a t she was 
feeling, and  as she p u t it, “ spoiled the  soup.”
Ja ck  lived the  fin a l m on ths  o f h is  life  in  a sacred, lim in a l, Neo-Pagan space. The 
negative, in s titu tio n a l, h o sp ita l n a tu re  o f h is  c ircum stances was u tte r ly  banished. In  
its  place Ja ck  found  h is  bed to  be s tand ing  in  place o f an a lta r, w ith in  a c irc le  cast 
a round  h im , in  love and lig h t by  h is  w ife, h is  fam ily , h is  coven b ro the rs  and  sisters. The 
c irc le  was fille d  d a ily  w ith  as m u ch  positive  energy as cou ld  poss ib ly  be created; its  
boundaries c ircum scribed  and defended by the  sacred elements. Images o f h is  goddess 
and  god had been placed a round  J a c k ’s head as tho u g h  they were s tand ing  on the 
a lta r. A very pow erfu l c irc le  was th u s  m a in ta ined  fo r tw o and a h a lf  m on ths  by the 
collective e ffo rt o f the  en tire  com m un ity .
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Am erican Ciiril Responses
N either J a c k  n o r M ay’s extended fam ilies  are A m erican Neo-Pagans, and  th u s  they 
responded to  the  c ris is  o f Ja c k ’s hea lth  in  th e ir  own way. M ay arranged fo r Ja ck  to  be 
released from  the h o sp ita l fo r an a fte rnoon so th a t he cou ld  come hom e fo r a 
ce lebra tion  o f h is  53rd  b irth d a y . L ike  m any A m erican  fam ilies, bo th  Ja ck  and  M ay’s 
extended fam ilies  are spread o u t th ro u g h o u t the  N ortheast U n ited  States. They had 
been in fo rm ed  o f J a c k ’s cond ition  by M ay th ro u g h  regu la r em ail updates and  te lephone 
calls. W hen M ay passed on w ord  th a t she w o u ld  be b rin g in g  Ja ck  hom e fo r h is  
b irth d a y , the  fa m ily  p rove rb ia lly  dropped everyth ing, loaded the  k id s  in  the  car, and 
descended on M ay ’s house in  Groen. J a c k ’s e lderly  m o the r was there. M ay ’s th ree  
sisters and  J a c k ’s s isters drove in  w ith  th e ir  fam ilies. M ay’s paren ts  and  several close 
fa m ily  fr iends  popped in . The place was ju m p in g . K uss ina  rem em bers th a t he r dad 
a rrived  w earing  h is  favorite  “hoodie ,” a  hooded sw ea tsh irt th a t she had  given h im . She 
cap tu red  a p ic tu re  o f h im  sm iling  as he w a lked  in  the door and  saw the w hole  fa m ily  
assembled.
The o ld  fo lks  in  m y fa m ily  always lam en t th a t the  whole crow d never gets together 
except fo r w eddings and funera ls . I ’d suggest th a t th is  fo lkw ay is  encoded in to  the 
broader A m erican  c iv il re lig ion. Ja ck  was se rious ly  i l l ;  he m ig h t n o t survive. I t  was 
im p o rta n t fo r h is  extended fa m ily  to  provide h im  support. They chose a qu in tesse n tia l 
event o f the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion,^ the b ir th d a y  p a rty , w h ich  u s u a lly  passes m arked  
in fo rm a lly  by on ly  im m edia te  fa m ily  and close friends, to  co llective ly show th e ir  su p p o rt 
o f Ja ck  in  h is  tim e  o f need. A tra d it io n a l A m erican r itu a l was m agn ified  and  in tens ified  
fo r th is  purpose.
 ^The b ir th d a y  ce lebra tion  has been inco rpora ted  in to  the Am erican c iv il re lig ion  m any 
tim es since the  beg inn ing  o f the  2 0 *  cen tu ry . M a rilyn  M onroe sang “H appy B ir th d a y ” 
in  p u b lic  to  P resident Kennedy; M a rtin  L u th e r K ing, J r . ’s B irth d a y  was selected as a 
n a tio n a l sym bol o f the  A frican -A m erican  strugg le  fo r c iv il r igh ts ; Presidents L inco ln  
and  W ash ing ton ’s B irth d a ys  have also bo th  been enshrined  in  the  litu rg ic a l ca lenda r o f 
the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion.
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U n like  J a c k ’s Neo-Pagan com m un ity , the  extended fa m ily  organized th e ir  collective 
suppo rt o f Ja ck  outside  the  hosp ita l. A lthough  J a c k ’s k ids , h is  m om , bo th  o f M ay’s 
parents, and  va rious  colleagues, ne ighbors, and  fa m ily  friends a ll ro u tin e ly  v is ited  Ja ck  
in  the hosp ita l, they  d id  so in d iv id u a lly  o r in  sm a ll groups. J a c k ’s son Ja ck  is  p robab ly  
the  least Neo-Pagan o f the  nuc lea r fam ily . He p u t i t  succ inc tly ; “ 1 w asn ’t  [a t the  
hosp ita l] to  decorate the  room . I was there  to  see m y fa the r.” For Ja ck  J r ., the  h osp ita l 
was n o t to  be tu rn e d  in to  a hom e away from  hom e; to do so w o u ld  be a v io la tio n  o f 
sequestration. Ja c k  repeated again and again, “y o u r jo b  is to  get be tte r dad. M y jo b  is 
to  b u ild  th is  house.” The fo rm a lly  organized, large scale event occurred ou ts ide  o f the  
hosp ita l, and  pretended th a t J a c k ’s illness  d id n ’t  exist. The illness  became the 
unacknow ledged w h ite  e lephant s tand ing  in  the  corner; the  fa m ily  assembled to 
celebrate a b irthday .
There were in tru s io n s  o f the  greater h o sp ita l env ironm en t in to  J a c k ’s pro tected 
sanctuary. M ay recalls th a t J a c k ’s room  was near the  elevators. M any tim es Ja ck  
w ou ld  be able to  see deceased people be ing wheeled ou t, th e ir  faces covered by  a sheet. 
The m edica l s ta ff were n o t te rr ib ly  d iscreet abou t c los ing  doors w hen they  wheeled 
hu m a n  rem a ins  abou t in  the  ha llw ay. Likew ise, w hen Ja ck  to o k  h is  exercise in  the 
ha llw ay  on a d a ily  basis, he w o u ld  see people’s persona l effects p iled  u p  in  fro n t o f th e ir  
room s. D oubtless ly , some o f these people were s im p ly  check ing  o u t -  b u t in  m ost cases 
th is  was an unam b igu ous  s igna l th a t a person had died here. The general p o p u la tio n  
was a lready sequestered from  bo th  i l l  h o sp ita l p a tien ts  and any deaths th a t occurred  by 
the  h o sp ita l w a lls ; the re  was no need to  sequester liv in g  pa tien ts  from  the dead.
A n thony  G iddens p o in ts  o u t the  increas ing  sequestra tion  o f death  and  a n y th in g  
concern ing the  b io log ica l fu n c tio n  o f the  h u m a n  organ ism  specified w ith in  the  A m erican  
c iv il re lig ion. He notes th a t the  i l l  are rem oved from  society, th e ir  every b io log ica l 
fu n c tio n  m on ito red , and th e ir  very experience o f re a lity  m ediated by an obscure 
in s titu t io n a l te rm ino logy.
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Ja ck  was weakened by h is  ra d ia tio n  therapy, and the tha lidom ide  and  pa in  k ille rs  
slowed h is  m ind , causing  periods o f d rug -indu ced  h a llu c in a tio n  and  o the r e rra tic  
behaviors. O f course, some o f these behaviors in  re trospect are p re tty  fu n n y . M ay 
recalls fond ly  a tim e  th a t Ja c k  cornered h e r fa th e r and had a long and incohe ren t ta lk  
abou t sex:
M y dad was there one day and v is it in g  h im . W hen 1 w alked in to  the room , m y 
dad looked like  he was shell-shocked. You know  1 got in to  the  room  and 1 said,
“H i D ad!” and he says, “h i, u m  -  I have to  leave now !” 1 said, “o k ,” and  I sat on 
the foo t o f J a c k ’s bed, and  looked a t Jack , and 1 said “h i hon , how  yo u  d o in ’, m y 
dad was here ta lk in g  to yo u ,” and  he says “yup . We were ta lk in g .” A nd  1 said,
“oh, th a t ’s nice, w h a t were you  ta lk in g  about?” “Sex.” I said, “You ta lked  to  m y 
fa the r abou t sex? Ah. Ok. W hat d id  you  say?!” He said “ask h im .” No, I ’m  no t 
going to  ask h im  th a t! I d o n ’t  th in k  1 w a n t to  know ! So we p re tty  m u ch  le ft i t  a t 
th a t. So I, to  th is  day, 1 have no clue w h a t m y husband  to ld  m y  fa th e r abou t it!
So 1 have no idea i f  he was accurate, o r i f  he was h a llu c in a tin g  a ll k in d s  o f w e ird  
th ings  -  I ’m  n o t sure w h ich  w o u ld  have been worse!
G iddens po in ts  o u t th a t d u r in g  the  sequestra tion  o f the  h osp ita l experience, m any  o f
the  u su a l socia l ru les  are suspended, and  the  in f irm  is  accorded the  so rt o f to le rance o f
social faux-pas th a t are reserved fo r sm a ll ch ild ren . Sudnow  1967 w ou ld  add th a t th is
to lerance is  extended to  g riev ing im m ed ia te  fa m ily  m em bers post-m ortem . In  effect the
pa tien t, and  post-m ortem , the  w idow , becomes a ch ild , dependent u p o n  o thers  fo r the
g ra tifica tio n  o f eveiy need.
Sudnow  1967 po in ts  o u t th a t, because o f the  sequestration o f dea th  specified by the
A m erican c iv il re lig ion , m ed ica l p ro fessiona ls are re lu c ta n t to  ta lk  abou t dea th  w ith  a
p a tie n t o r im m ed ia te  fa m ily  m em bers. He notes th a t on ly  p a rtic u la r people are
au thorized  to  de liver the  bad news. He fu r th e r  notes th a t the  n u rs in g  staff, in
p a rticu la r, are able to  guess i f  a new  adm iss ion  is  te rm in a lly  i l l  w ith  abou t an 85
percen t accuracy rate, b u t are u s u a lly  fo rb idden  from  com m un ica ting  th e ir
expectations to the  fam ily .
Pallia tive  Care
Ja ck  was very ill.  M yelom a creates lesions in  the skele ta l system. A lth o u g h  
ra d ia tio n  had  m in im ized  the  g row th  o f new  cancer. J a c k ’s bones were r idd led  w ith
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lesions and  looked like  Swiss cheese. H is  back, a lready com prom ised by years o f labor, 
was now  creased by num erous  sm a ll frac tu res  in  h is  vertebrae; the  f la t bones o f h is  r ib  
cage were b r it t le  and damaged by num erous  h a ir lin e  frac tu res  m a k in g  every b rea th  
p a in fu l. The tu m o r in  J a c k ’s b ra in  had  com prom ised h is  a b ility  to  swallow, so Ja ck  
was u s u a lly  fed in travenous ly . W hen he was fed so lid  food, he w ou ld  asp ira te  some o f 
it, and th u s  he suffered from  frequen t bou ts  o f pneum onia .
“ I never dream ed i t  was so serious.” M ay ind ica tes th a t from  the  beg inn ing, she 
th o u g h t Ja ck  w o u ld  get be tte r and  re tu rn  to  h is  conventiona l lifesty le , as he m ig h t have 
were he hosp ita lized  fo r a  su rg ica l procedure. A lthough  there was a s lim  chance th a t 
Ja ck  w ou ld  survive  fo r several years, there  is  no cure  fo r m yelom a. Fu rthe rm ore , there 
was a h ig h  p ro b a b ility  th a t, had Ja ck  surv ived fo r a period  o f tim e, he w ou ld  have 
surv ived in  a w hee lcha ir-bound  state, cared fo r by others. F rom  the  p o in t th a t the  
ra d ia tio n  the rapy  began. J a c k ’s lifesty le  as he knew  i t  had ended; ye t th is  was n o t 
com m unica ted  to  May. M ay heard the d o c to r’s d iscuss ion  o f extended rem iss ion  v ia  a 
bone m a rro w  tra n s p la n t as a possib le cure; the  s lim  chance o f long -te rm  su rv iva l 
became “w e’re going to  beat th is .” M ay is  the  e te rna l op tim is t, and she passes her 
op tim ism  on to  everyone w ho know s her. She kep t hope alive long a fte r the  m ed ica l 
professiona ls th a t w orked  on J a c k ’s b eha lf knew  th a t there was no hope o f m ean ing fu l 
recovery.
I t  is  c lear in  re trospect th a t Ja ck  had  accepted th a t he w ou ld  n o t survive  th is  
illness. Ja ck  los t h is  fa the r early, w hen he was in  h is  tw enties, and  M ay reports  th a t he 
d id  n o t th in k  th a t he w o u ld  live longer th a n  h is  fa the r d id . She th in k s  th a t th is  
fa ta lism  m ay have co n tr ib u te d  to  h is  ra p id  decline. 1 pe rsona lly  th in k  th a t i t  
co n tr ib u te d  a great deal to  the grace w ith  w h ich  he accepted h is  m o rta lity . Sally 
reports  th a t as she w orked  to hea l h im . Ja ck  a t one p o in t said, “ I t ’s been a good life .” 
She recalls acknow ledg ing to  ano the r coven m em ber a t th a t p o in t th a t J a c k ’s body 
w ou ld  p robab ly  die. L ikew ise, as the  end drew  near. Ja ck  made a p o in t o f c lea ring  u p  
ce rta in  th in g s  th a t were very im p o rta n t to  h im . K uss ina  reca lls th a t he sent h e r o u t o f
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h is  room  to fin d  food w h ile  he ta lked  to he r long -te rm  boyfriend , Casey. W hen she
re tu rned , she overheard he r dad g iv ing  Casey h is  b lessing to  th e ir  re la tionsh ip .
Some o f the  Neo-Pagan healers w ho were w o rk in g  on Ja ck  are also secu la r m edica l
professionals, and  were w e ll aware th a t Ja ck  was u n lik e ly  to  survive. Natalie , a
jo u rn a lis t  o rig in a lly  tra in e d  as a b io log ist, w h ile  w o rk in g  to heal Jack , th o u g h t i t  lik e ly
th a t he w o u ld  n o t survive. She describes how  she hand led  the  co n flic t o f in te rest:
M y goal was the h ighest good possible. So i f  i t  were phys ica l hea ling  fo r Jack , so 
mote i t  be.^ I f  i t  were to  be h is  em ersion in  love th ro u g h  passing, th a t ’s w h a t i t  
needed to be. B u t m ostly  i t  was crea ting  a rea lly  s trong  connection  to the  core 
o f god, goddess, s p ir it, w hatever i t  is , and  ju s t  sdlowing i t  to  be in  th a t space. 1 
th in k  th a t w h a t can happen is th a t the ... sm a ll consciousness, the  ego self... 
can decide erroneously  w h a t the  best th in g  is  and w h a t we w ish  w o u ld  happen. 
And i t  is m y purpose w hen I connect w ith  s p ir it  to  re a lly ... open m y m in d  to 
encompass and u nde rs tan d  w h a t the  tru e  best s itu a tio n  is, and  to le t th a t be so. 
And so m y hea ling  often w ill inco rpora te  w a n tin g  to  b r in g  com fo rt and  energetic 
change th a t w ill he lp  the  person feel the  best th a t they  can p hys ica lly  and  
em otiona lly , and as in teg ra ted  as they  can. [1 had] to  get o u t o f the  w ay and 
a llow  m agic to  w o rk , as opposed to profess w ith  m y m ost conscious lite ra l m in d  
th a t I know  w h a t th a t is o r w h a t needs to  be.
None o f the  Neo-Pagan healers com m unica ted  th e ir  expectation o f J a c k ’s dem ise to 
M ay before the  fact; i t  w o u ld n ’t  have been appropria te . To com m un ica te  th is  p o in t to 
M ay w ou ld  be to  assum e an a u th o r ity  accorded to the  pos ition  o f the  m ed ica l doc to r 
a ttend in g  the  case. O f course, there  was no overt d u p lic ity ; no one was ly in g  to  May. 
Once i t  became c lear from  the secu la r perspective th a t Ja ck  w o u ld  n o t survive, the 
aw fu l iso la tion  o f the  w idow , ca rry ing  the  a u th o r ity  b ro u g h t by  death, had  begun.
In  the  h osp ita l env ironm en t, w hen the rapy  has been unsuccessfu l, and  the  p a tie n t 
is  te rm in a lly  i l l ,  ye t n o t expected to die d u r in g  th is  h o sp ita l adm ission , they are 
n o rm a lly  placed in  a  long  te rm  care fa c ility  fo r a va rie ty  o f pa in  m anagem ent and 
m anaged n u rs in g  th a t has been term ed “pa llia tive  care.” Some hosp ita ls  designate a 
floo r fo r th is  purpose; o thers u tiliz e  hospice fac ilitie s  o r a com b ina tion  o f hospice and 
hom e h ea lth  care. The h osp ita l th a t cared fo r Ja ck  m a in ta in s  re la tionsh ip s  w ith  a 
nu m b e r o f extended care fac ilitie s  o ff the  h osp ita l cam pus; w hen i t  became clear to 
J a c k ’s doctors th a t he w o u ld  n o t im prove, ye t th a t he was n o t in  im m edia te  danger o f
So mote it  be is  a Neo-Pagan phrase in d ica tin g  “m ake i t  so.”
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dying, he was trans fe rred  to one o f these fac ilitie s  on M arch  4 * , 2004. M ay was to ld
th a t Ja ck  w o u ld  undergo tw o weeks o f phys ica l therapy, and then  w ou ld  be sent home.
In  the absence o f in fo rm a tio n  to  the con tra ry , she in te rp re ted  th is  as good news; Ja ck
was ge tting  be tte r, and was w e ll enough to  be sent home.
Because J a c k ’s stay in  the  re h a b ilita tio n  fa c ility  was expected to  be so short. M ay
on ly  trans fe rred  ce rta in  o f the  m ore po rtab le  objects to  h is  room ; the res t were sent
hom e to  aw a it h is  hom ecom ing. The hea ling  q u ilt, in  p a rticu la r, was presented to  Ja ck
w h ile  he was a t the  rehab fa c ility , on M arch  10, 2004. Ja ck  was do ing w e ll in  phys ica l
the rapy  and rega in ing  some streng th . L ikew ise, w ith  clear signs o f J a c k ’s im provem ent
being announced on the  m em bers ’ em ail g roup. Ja ck  was no t a ttended a ll o f the  tim e
any more. H is room  a t the  rehab fa c ility  looked like  anyone else’s; the  com ing  and
going o f J a c k ’s fa m ily  was like  the  com ing  and going o f everyone else’s fam ilies.
F urthe rm ore , the  a ttend in g  nurses knew  o f the  seriousness o f J a c k ’s cond ition ; these
were the  c ircum stances where socia l death^ cou ld  occur. I t  is  u nc lea r i f  Ja c k  began to
be trea ted  as soc ia lly  dead b y  some o f h is  a ttenda n ts  a t the re h a b ilita tio n  fa c ility .
However, he began to  lose w eight, and he was a sp ira tin g  food, suggesting neglect. M ay
ho lds n o th in g  back in  he r anger abou t h is  care:
1 th in k  they were s tu p id  and incom peten t. B u t you  can ’t  prove it. ... 1 d o n ’t  
th in k  th a t the  people a t the  n u rs in g  care place to o k  care o f h im  properly .
Because he cou ld  n o t keep any food down, he s t i l l  co u ld n ’t  eat o r d r in k , and 
they were g iv ing h im  n o u rish m e n t and  w a te r th ro u g h  a feeding tube  d ire c tly  in to  
h is  stom ach. A nd he cou ld  n o t keep i t  down -  he w ou ld  be th ro w in g  i t  up , he 
w ou ld  be ge tting  d ia rrhea  from  it, and  he was n o t keeping a n y th in g  in  h is  
system.
In  th is  e thnog raph ic  example, we have seen the same theolog ica l p rinc ip les  
a rticu la te d  in  chap te r th ree above reapp lied  in  a  u n ique  way. For a  Neo-Pagan, the re  is  
no p a r tic u la r  m agic fo rm u la , no dogm atic w ay o f im p lem en ting  hea ling  -  ins tead  we see 
a he te ra rch ica l group o f peers im p lem en ting  the  theolog ica l p rinc ip les  la id  o u t above in  
novel, u n iq u e  ways. Th is  system  o f persona l ow nersh ip  o f theology p robab ly  accounts  
fo r some o f the  m ovem ent’s appeal. The r itu a l voice becomes each p ra c tit io n e r ’s voice.
See d iscuss ion  in  chap te r six
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speaking as one. The end re su lt o f the  in te n s ifica tio n  o f r itu a l a c tiv ity  th a t su rrounde d  
Ja c k  in  h is  f in a l m on ths  was the  creation o f  a  lim ina l space, and  the in tens ifica tion  o f  a 
sense o f  communitas. Even in  an in te n tio n a l com m un ity , the  dead canno t pa rtic ip a te  in  
com m unitas. In  the  nex t chap te r we w ill consider an exam ple o f th is  recom b ina tion  o f 
theology in to  u n iq u e  fo rm , th a t o f a  r ite  o f passage.
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CHAPTER 6
THE ANATOMY OF THE AMERICAN 
FUNERAL CYCLE
A lthough  m ost Am ericans, in c lu d in g  A m erican  Neo-Pagans, conceive o f death as 
though  i t  were a precise p o in t in  tim e, death is a c tu a lly  a process w ith  no objective 
beg inn ing  o r end, c u ltu ra lly  constra ined  th ro u g h  r itu a l a t a va rie ty  o f d iffe re n t loci. A ll 
fu n e ra l r itu a ls  are rites  o f passage, bookended on the  one hand  by rites  o f death, and 
on the o the r hand  by fu n e ra l and  b u r ia l r itu a ls , w ith  a  period o f l im in a lity  between. In  
th is  chapter, I w il l  address the  present s tru c tu re  o f the  A m erican c iv il fu n e ra l cycle, and 
the  changes in  technology over the  past few decades th a t have ra d ica lly  a lte red it. In  
p a rticu la r, 1 w ill address the decreasing sign ificance o f the  period  o f lim in a lity  in  the  
A m erican c iv il fu n e ra l cycle, as a consequence o f the  advent o f m ed ica l technology and 
the  increas ing  p ro fess iona liza tion  o f the  fu n e ra l in d u s try . I w il l  consider the process by 
w h ich  Am ericans determ ine how  they  w ill re la te  to  the  decedent in  death, and  I w ill 
then  d iscuss how  the  d ivergent Am erican  c iv il and  Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l cycles are a 
consequence o f p lu ra l id e n titie s  in  a la te  m odern  society.
The d iffe ren t elem ents o f the  A m erican c iv il fu n e ra l cycle are la rge ly  tra n sp a re n t to 
m ost A m ericans, na tu ra lized  as p a rt o f the  expected m o ra l o rder o f society. On top o f 
the  assum ptions  made by  m ost Am ericans abou t fune ra ls , there is a fru s tra tin g  la ck  o f 
consistency in  the  fu n e ra l lite ra tu re  abou t w h a t the  va rious pa rts  o f the  r itu a l shou ld  
be called. For the sake o f c la rity , 1 w ill use the  fo llow ing  te rm s to  describe the  s tru c tu re  
o f the  cycle th ro u g h o u t th is  chapter: (1) W hen 1 speak o f the death  ritua l, I am  re fe rring  
to the bedside events th a t occur w hen a person dies attended in  a  hosp ita l, hospice, or 
a t home; (2) d u r in g  the  period  o f lim ina lity , 1 am  re fe rring  to events th a t occur between
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the  death r itu a l and fu n e ra l r itu a l; (3) w hen  1 re fer to  the  fu n e ra l ritua l, 1 am  speaking o f 
the  events th a t occur in  a fu n e ra l hom e o r re lig ious estab lish m en t lead ing  u p  to 
d isposa l o f the  rem ains; (4) w hen I re fer to  the  b u ria l ritua l, 1 am  d iscuss ing  the r itu a l 
d isposal o f h u m a n  rem ains, and (5) w hen 1 re fer to  the  fu n e ra l cycle, I am  re fe rring  to  a ll 
o f the abovem entioned pa rts  o f the  r ite  o f passage as a collected whole, (cf. F igure  1, 
below.)
Rite o f Separation 
D eath R itua l
Rite o f Inco rpo ra tion  
Funera l R itua l
L im in a lity
O ld Social State 
A live
New Social State 
Dead
Figure 1. M odel fo r D eath  in  T ra d itio n a l Societies
The fu n e ra l r ite  o f passage affects the  socia l s ta tus  o f the liv in g  as w e ll as th a t o f the  
dead. One o f the  cen tra l tasks th a t faces a m o u rn e r a t an Am erican fu n e ra l is  to 
estab lish  a new  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  the decedent in  the  a fte rlife . The m o u rn e r m u s t 
co n s tru c t new  socia l and  re la tio n a l id e n titie s  v is -à -v is  the  decedent. Th is  process 
occurs d u r in g  the  fu n e ra l cycle th ro u g h  a process o f im pos ition , where the m o u rn e r
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creates a post-m ortem  id e n tity  fo r the  decedent, and  th e n  in te rac ts  w ith  th a t id e n tity  in  
the  fune ra l context. In  th is  chap te r 1 w ill describe th is  process o f s tru c tu ra l im pos ition . 
In  order to c la rify  the  theo re tica l landscape, I begin w ith  a b r ie f d iscuss ion  o f the 
lite ra tu re  concern ing  the  s tu d y  o f death.
Lite ra tu re  Review
Any d iscuss ion  o f the  trem endous lite ra tu re  concern ing  death  and dy ing  begins w ith  
R obert H e rtz ’s (1960) D eath and  the R ight H and. H ertz was a s tu d e n t o f D u rkh e im , and 
h is  eva lua tion  o f dea th  r itu a l in  Borneo, based on e thnograph ic  w o rk  conducted  sh o rtly  
a fte r the  tu rn  o f the  cen tu ry , was the  f ir s t  to  es tab lish  the  s tru c tu re  and  fu n c tio n  o f 
death  in  society. H ertz was deeply in fluenced  by  A rno ld  van Gennep, and  fe lt th a t 
death  was fu n d a m e n ta lly  a r ite  o f passage, beg inn ing  w ith  the phys ica l d e s tru c tio n  o f 
the  in d iv id u a l, and  c u lm in a tin g  w ith  the  in it ia t io n  o f the  in d iv id u a l in to  the  social 
a fte rlife  as an ancestor. For H ertz 1960, death is  dangerous and fr igh ten ing , leaving 
b o th  a vo id  in  the  m ora l fab ric  o f society and  h ig h lig h tin g  the fu n d am enta l 
d is c o n tin u ity  o f in d iv id u a l h u m a n  existence. Hertz 1960 fe lt th a t the  p r im a ry  fu n c tio n  
o f the  fu n e ra l r i tu a l is  to  re co n s titu te  society by m eans o f perform ance -  to  f i l l  the  vo id  
in  society, and  es tab lish  c o n tin u ity  fo r the  social id e n tity  o f the  in d iv id u a l.
Th is top ic  w ou ld  be rev is ited  in  the early  1980s th ro u g h  a sp ir ite d  debate between 
R ichard  H u n tin g to n  and Peter M e tca lf on the  one hand  and M aurice  B loch  and 
Jo n a th a n  Parry on the  other. H u n tin g to n  and M e tca lf (1979) in  Celebrations o f  Death  
p refer a c lassica l s tru c tu ra l- fu n c tio n a l m odel, and  re ly  to  a great ex ten t on M e tca lfs  
research in  Madagascar, lay ing  o u t the  basic s tru c tu re  o f d iffe ren t sorts  o f fune ra ls  
from  those o f peasants to  those o f k ings. B loch  and P a riy  (1982), on the  o the r hand , in  
D eath and  the Regeneration o f  L ife  p re fe r a s trong  social co n s tru c tiv is t pos ition , and 
emphasize the ro le o f socia l r i tu a l su rro u n d in g  the  ancestors in  co n s tru c tin g  m ean ing  
in  the lives o f th e ir  liv in g  descendents. The debate concerned three m a in  questions: (1) 
W hat is  the  re la tio n sh ip  between em otion and  r itu a l?  (2) W hat is  the  p o lit ica l
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sign ificance o f a fu n e ra l r itu a l, and  by  extension, r i tu a l in  general? (3) Are there  
u n ive rsa l sym bols in  the  s tudy o f death?
B loch and P arry  1982 take the  pos ition  th a t em otions ca ll r ites  o f passage in to  
being; in  short, the  em otions come firs t. H u n tin g to n  and M etca lf 1979, on the  o the r 
hand, feel the  reverse to  be true . For H u n tin g to n  and M etca lf 1979, the  s tru c tu re d  
w a ilin g  and  o the r stylized em otiona l presenta tions, w h ile  genu ine ly fe lt, are them selves 
a p a rt o f the  s tru c tu re  o f the  r itu a l. B loch  and  P arry 1982, on the o the r hand , feel th a t 
the  em otions precede and  cause the r itu a l. 1 am  persona lly  in c lin e d  to  side w ith  M e tca lf 
and  H u n tin g to n  1979 based upon  the da ta  1 w il l  p resent below. Am erican  Neo-Pagans 
have no s tru c tu re d  lam ents o r fo rm alized grieving. L ike  aU Am ericans, however, the  
type o f g riev ing expressed is cons is ten t w ith  the socia l re la tionsh ip  between the 
decedent and  m ourne r. Th is social re la tio n sh ip  is  c lea rly  a socia l s tru c tu re  w h ich , as 
D u rkh e im  w ou ld  have it ,  precedes behavior. I pe rsona lly  believe th a t the  fo rm  th a t 
grieving takes is  based upon  the  core em otions in h e rite d  in  an  evo lu tion a ry  con tex t as 
in fo rm ed  and m od ified  by the  s tru c tu re s  o f society in to  w h ich  a ch ild  is  bo rn . B loch  
and Parry 1982, fo llow ing  H ertz 1960, argue s trong ly  fo r un ive rsa l sym bols associated 
w ith  death. M e tca lf and H u n tin g to n  1979, on the  o the r hand, accept the  p o ss ib ility  o f 
u n ive rsa lly  he ld  sym bols, b u t are re lu c ta n t to  ascribe the causative re la tio n sh ip  
between sym bol and r itu a l th a t B loch  and P arry  1982 favor. On basis o f m y fie ldw ork , 1 
am  very re lu c ta n t to ascribe u n ive rsa lity  to any o f the  sym bolic s tru c tu re s  I have 
w itnessed. B loch  and Parry 1982 em phasize the role o f food in  fu n e ra ry  r itu a l,  fo r 
exam ple, and  c la im  un ive rsa lity . Food was qu ite  u n im p o rta n t in  each o f the  Neo-Pagan 
fu n e ra l cycles I w itnessed. 1 conclude th a t B loch  and Parry 1982 w en t lo ok ing  fo r 
un ive rsa ls , and found  them , by read ing  a great deal o f unconsc ious in te rn a l th o u g h t 
in to  behaviors in  a w ay th a t is  e n tire ly  n o t d isprovable , and ye t also n o t cons is ten t w ith  
the  overtly  sta ted “na tive ’s p o in t o f v iew .”
A ll o f these texts  d iscuss p r im a r ily  the  ro le  o f the  second p a r t o f the  r ite  o f passage, 
the  fu n e ra l r itu a l. The ta c it assum ption  is  th a t w h a t comes before the  fu n e ra l r i tu a l
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(i.e. death) is so obvious and s tra ig h t-fo rw a rd  th a t i t  requ ires lit t le  e labora tion .
Research in  the U n ited  States, f irs t  by  D avid S udnow  (1967) in  h is  book Passing On and  
then  by M argare t Lock (2002) in  he r book Twice Dead  has c learly  show n th a t the  p o in t 
o f death -  even in  b io log ica l te rm s -  is  n o t nea rly  so c u t and d ried  as p rev ious ly  
assumed. S udnow  1967 and Lock 2002 b o th  dem onstra te  th a t death is a process, w ith  
no objective beg inn ing  o r end, constra ined  th ro u g h  r itu a l a t a va rie ty  o f loci. Thus the  
ta sk  before us, in  eva lua ting  an A m erican  Neo-Pagan fune ra l, is  th a t o f es tab lish in g  the 
loc i where the  death process is constra ined  and the  reasons fo r th a t co ns tra in t.
Technological Im pact on the Locus and  Process o f  D eath
A  p a rtic ip a n t in  the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  was ra ised to believe th a t death occurs a t 
a fixed locus, th a t persona l and b io log ica l death  are tied  to one another, and  th a t there 
is  no conventiona l Am erican  death  r itu a l. The rise  o f life -sav ing  technology has made 
v is ib le  the  m ytho logy o f tra d it io n a l assum ptions  o f the  p o in t o f death, even to  the 
layperson. Lock 2002 explores th is  subject, u s in g  the  m odern legal f ic tio n  o f “b ra in  
dea th” in  b o th  Jap a n  and the  U n ited  States to  h ig h lig h t several o f the  m any  ways th a t 
we can co n s tra in  the  process o f dying. Lock 2002, fo r example, describes three 
d iffe ren t loc i o f death: (1) Biological death, w hen a h u m a n  body ceases to  fu n c tio n  as an 
in tegra ted  u n it ;  (2) persona l death,^ w hen the h ighe r b ra in  exh ib its  no coord inated 
e lectrica l a c tiv ity ; and  (3) socia l death, where o the r people do n o t in te ra c t w ith  an 
in d iv id u a l as i f  they  were an agent. A ce n tu ry  ago, p r io r  to  the  advent o f m edic ine as we 
know  it, there was no effective m eans to d is tin g u ish  between persona l and  b io log ica l 
death. W ith o u t technologies such as the  resp ira to r, there was no m eans to preserve life  
fo llow ing  m a jo r neuro log ica l traum a , and even i f  these technologies had  existed, there 
was no technology w h ic h  p e rm itted  the  delivery o f food and w a te r to  a person unab le  to
' Note th a t th is  is d iffe re n t from  b ra in  death; a  person w ho is  b ra in  dead canno t breathe 
w ith o u t the  assistance o f a ve n tila to r; a  person w ho has suffered “persona l dea th ” has 
irrecoverab ly  lo s t th e ir  pe rsona lity , a lthoug h  they  m ay con tinue  to  fu n c tio n  as a 
b io log ica l organism .
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swallow. In  short, personal and  b io log ica l death  were inseparab ly  connected a t the  end 
o f the  1 9 * cen tu ry . Lock po in ts  o u t th a t the  advent o f m odem  m ed ica l technology has 
had the effect o f decoup ling  death  o f the  pe rsona lity  from  death o f the  body. A  person 
w ho has suffered personal dea th  m ay be ke p t alive, in  rare cases in d e fin ite ly , th ro u g h  
m ed ica l in te rven tion ; A liv in g  corpse.
O f course a b io log ica lly  and  pe rsona lly  liv in g  h u m a n  is in  a p o s ition  to  active ly  
assert th a t they are e ithe r “ liv in g ” o r “dead.”  ^ However, a person w ho is e ithe r 
pe rsona lly  o r b io log ica lly  dead, and  th u s  n o t in  a pos ition  to d ire c tly  assert any th ing , 
m ay have the s ta tus  o f “ liv in g ” o r “dead” app lied  to  them  by o thers, regardless o f the  
objective t ru th  o f th is  sta tem ent. The rise  o f m odern m edica l techno logy has increased 
the  like lihood  o f a person becom ing soc ia lly  dead w h ile  they rem a in  b io log ica lly  alive.
Sudnow  1967 c la rifies  the  concept o f social death. He observed th a t in d iv id u a ls  in  a 
te rm in a l com a w ou ld  be trea ted  d iffe re n tly  by th e ir  caretakers. D octors w o u ld  d iscuss 
th e ir  m edica l cond ition  in  th e ir  presence, whereas such conversations w o u ld  o therw ise 
be removed to a ha llw ay o r office. In  cases where an in d iv id u a l was lik e ly  to  die w ith in  
the  nex t several hours , the  s ta ff w o u ld  q u ie tly  prepare the  body fo r tra n s p o rt to  the 
m orgue once death was declared: The g ro in  area w ou ld  be swaddled in  a w h ite  c lo th  
like  a d iaper; the  legs w ou ld  be bound ; an id e n tify in g  tag w ou ld  be a ttached to  a  foot. I t  
was easier to  accom plish  these tasks  w hen  the  p a tie n t was s t il l b io log ica lly  alive, barely, 
th a n  post-m ortem . More th a n  once d u r in g  S udnow ’s (1967) research, a p a tie n t woke 
u p  w ith  a tag tied  to  th e ir  toe w ondering  w h a t on ea rth  had happened because o f 
m is takes m ade by ove rly -en thu s ias tic  orderlies.
Sudnow  1967 noted th a t these inc iden ts  u s u a lly  occurred w hen ce rta in  cond ition s  
were satisfied: (1) The p a tie n t’s prognosis was extrem ely poor; (2) they  were n o t 
conscious; and (3) the re  was no a ttend in g  fa m ily  o r clergy present in  the  room . S udnow
 ^Cf. H u n tin g to n  and M e tca lf 1979 fo r several very in te res ting  e thnog raph ic  exam ples o f 
in d iv id u a ls  w ho are bo th  b io log ica lly  and  pe rsona lly  a live who, w hen they  feel th a t they  
are near death, to  choose to  become socia lly  dead in  o rder to effect sm ooth  tra n s itio n s  
o f p o lit ic a l power and  o the r fo rm s o f inheritance .
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1967 id e n tifie d  these in d iv id u a ls  as socia lly  dead; they had been “u n c u ltu re d ;” they 
were now  an  “ i t . ” He fu rthe rm ore  noted th a t i t  was possible, a lthoug h  uncom m on, fo r a 
person to  linge r as socia lly  dead, b u t b io log ica lly  alive, fo r some leng th  o f tim e. Lock 
2002 w o u ld  add th a t advancem ent o f life -su p p o rt technology in  recent years has 
extended th is  am biguous ha lf-a live  ha lf-dead period, and th a t in d iv id u a ls  w ith  ce rta in  
severe d isab ilitie s , such as la te  stage A lzhe im er’s, o r those w ho had  been fo rc ib ly  
rem oved from  society, such  as c r im in a l sociopaths, can be b io log ica lly  alive, ye t socia lly 
dead fo r very leng thy  periods o f tim e.
The m em bers o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  ro u tin e ly  Organize co m m u n ity  service 
activ ities . I t  was d u r in g  one o f these ac tiv ities  th a t I had  m y f irs t  d irec t encoun te r w ith  
social death. A b o u t h a lf  a dozen m em bers o f the  coven w en t to  a s ta te -ru n  h o sp ita l fo r 
ind ig e n t in d iv id u a ls  w ith  developm enta l d isa b ilitie s  to d is tr ib u te  Halloween g ifts  and  
candy. As I w en t room -to -room  w ith  coven m em bers, hand in g  o u t g ifts  and  candy to  
the  residents, I saw m any people in  va rious  states o f d isrepa ir. M ost were on ly  h a lf  
dressed; m any  requ ired  the  use o f a d iaper. A lm ost a ll had va rious  speech 
im pa irm en ts , and  some were grossly d is figured . The co m m u n ity  was h ig h ly  social; tw o 
wom en in  th e ir  fiftie s  giggled like  schoolg irls as they  com pared th e ir  “ lo o t” in  the  
ha llw ay  a fte r we presented o u r Halloween g ifts. One young m an  in  the  com m on room  
po in ted  to  the te lev is ion w ith  a loud  “Da!” as ano the r app lauded w hen I a rrived . M any 
o f the room s were co lo rfu l, decorated w ith  p lan ts , photos o f re la tions , and p ic tu res  
colored by ch ild ren . M ost o f the  room s were a ve ritab le  m ine  o f c lu tte r, lo ok ing  m ore 
like  m y teenage dau g h te r’s room  th a n  a h osp ita l room ; the  a tm osphere cou ld  on ly  be 
deseribed as “ cheerfu l.”
I reca ll m y  shock then  w hen I entered one m a n ’s room . He was a ta ll, f i t  A frican - 
A m erican in  h is  la te th ir tie s . H is b lack  h a ir, w ith  speckles o f grey beg inn ing  to  show, 
was nea tly  combed, and  he was seated on the side o f h is  nea tly  m ade bed, gazing o u t o f 
the  w indow . He was w earing  a d ign ified  b u tto n - fro n t p la id  s h ir t  and  ta n  slacks w ith  the  
pressed creases read ily  apparen t; he cou ld  have passed fo r a college professor. W hat
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stood o u t even m ore th a n  h is  nea t and  ordered appearance was h is  bare room . The 
im m acu la te  ta n  wood fu rn itu re  was n o t adorned w ith  a single card  o r photo. The 
shelves th a t I saw th ro u g h  h is  s lig h tly  a ja r closet door were bare except fo r h is  nea tly  
folded clothes, d iapers, and to ile tries . He d id  n o t respond to m y voice o r to  the  g ift I le ft 
w ith  h im  on the  bed. He ju s t  stared o u t o f the  w indow , u n t i l  a fte r a few m om ents, a 
nu rse  came in  and w ord less ly  collected h im , w ith  on ly  a vague sm ile  in  m y d irec tion , 
gu id ing  h im  by the a rm  o u t to the  lu n c h  room . As the  nu rse  collected h e r o the r 
charges from  th e ir  room s, the m an stood s tock s t i l l  in  the  ha llw ay  w here she le ft h im , 
n o t even so m uch  as tu rn in g  h is  head u n t i l  she re tu rned , leading h im  by the a rm  again. 
Socially, th is  m an d id  n o t ex is t as an agent.
The coven’s e ffo rt on J a c k ’s b eha lf p ro x im a lly  assured th a t Ja ck  never experienced 
th is  so rt o f social death, even w hen h is  m edica l cond ition  became grave and he began to 
h a llu c ina te  o r lo s t the  a b ility  to  com m unica te  effectively. The h ig h ly  m ean ing fu l 
co rnucop ia  o f cards, fab ric , and  p la n ts  in  h is  room , to  a non-Pagan phys ic ian , nurse , or 
o rde rly  s im p ly  com m un ica ted  “th is  person rem ains a liv in g  social actor; tre a t h im  
accord ing ly .” None the  less, th is  sym bol o f socia l agency was n o t a lways su ffic ien t;
Ja ck  was on several occasions le ft w ith o u t su ffic ie n t p a in  m edication , even a fte r M ay 
in tervened w ith  the staff, in  one instance  fo r fo u r hours . Th is event p rom pted  M ay to 
m ake bo th  a fo rm a l co m p la in t to the  h o sp ita l’s p a tie n t’s r ig h ts  advocate, and to  send a 
p lea fo r he lp  o u t to  the coven. M ay fe lt -  co rrectly , i t  w ou ld  seem in  re trospect -  th a t 
Ja ck  w o u ld  n o t receive p roper care i f  he were n o t a ttended by fa m ily  and friends  fo r the  
d u ra tio n  o f h is  stay a t the  hosp ita l. F rom  th a t p o in t fo rw ard . Ja ck  w ou ld  be attended 
each day by coven m em bers, fam ily , and friends, in  o rder th a t he w o u ld  receive 
appropria te  care. The cons tan t in f lu x  o f friends and fa m ily  m em bers assured th a t 
social dea th  d id  n o t occur.
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Actors a t an Am erican Funera l
Loring  D a n fo rth  (1982), in  The D eath R itua ls  o f  R ura l Greece notes th a t there  are 
th ree  d ra m a tis  personae in  a fu n e ra l r ite  o f passage; The decedent’s body; the  
decedent’s soul; and  the liv in g  m ourners. He says, “The u ltim a te  goal o f the  r ite s  o f 
passage associated w ith  death  is  to effect a sm ooth passage, a  successfu l tra n s itio n , 
from  one state to  ano the r fo r each o f the  three actors in  th is  r itu a l dram a. The rem ains 
o f the dead m u s t be p roperly  d isposed of, the  sou l m u s t arrive  a t the  p roper 
destina tion , and  the m ourne rs  m u s t be re incorpora ted  in to  the  flow  o f everyday social 
life ” (D an fo rth  1982; 37-8). Each o f these d ram a tis  personae experiences the  five core 
elem ents o f the  r ite  o f passage independen t o f one another. In  th is  section, I consider 
the  m ourne rs  a t an A m erican funera l.
To m y know ledge, none o f the  au th o rs  w ho have discussed Am erican  fune ra ls  have 
considered the  experiences o f d iffe ren t m ourne rs  from  one ano the r as they  experience 
the  r ite  o f passage. Th is  seems su rp ris ing , since on the  basis o f m y fie ld w o rk  there  are 
very c lea rly  several d iffe ren t classes o f m ourners. M ourners are very seldom  availab le  
to  researchers fo r in te rv iew  fo r e th ica l reasons d u r in g  and th ro u g h  the  period 
im m ed ia te ly  fo llow ing  the  fu n e ra l cycle, w h ich  m ay have co n tr ib u te d  to  o the r au th o rs  
in c lin a tio n  to lu m p  them  together. I d iv ide  Am erican  m ourners  in to  the fo llow ing  five 
groups; (1) C h ie f m ourners, (2) stage m anagers, (3) helpers, (4) general m ourne rs , and 
(5) acqua in tance m ourners. A t the  fu n e ra l o f a p u b lic  figure , we typ ica lly  f in d  a s ix th  
category o f specta tor m ourners. Each o f these groups m u s t be hand led  separately.
The ch ie f m ourne rs  are those people w ho have the  m ost p o lit ica l con tro l over the 
p resen ta tion  o f the  deceased’s post-m ortem  id e n tity . In  the Neo-Pagan com m un ities  
th a t I s tud ied , the  person or people occupying  the  ro le  o f ch ie f m o u rn e r had  a great deal 
o f power to  im pose th e ir  vers ion  o f the  post-m ortem  id e n tity  u p o n  the  corpse in  
preference to  those id e n titie s  selected by others. A t Ja c k ’s f irs t  fune ra l, I com m ented to 
the  w idow  th a t I was su rp rised  a t a ll o f the  people ta lk in g  abou t the  g ifts  Ja c k  gave 
people. She responded th a t I c learly  d id n ’t  kn o w  Ja ck  very w e ll because h is  tendency to
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give g ifts  was one o f the  m ost cen tra l fea tures o f h is  persona lity . In  saying th is  M ay 
was asserting  h e r m em ory o f J a c k ’s id e n tity  p re fe ren tia lly  over m ine; as ch ie f m ourne r, 
M ay had  the  a u th o r ity  to  co n s tru c t J a c k ’s post-m ortem  id e n tity  as she pleased, w h ile  
as a specta tor m o u rn e r I was expected to defer to  the  w ishes o f the  im m ed ia te  fa m ily  -  
h e r percep tion  o f the  “ t r u th ” was given p r io r ity  over m y perception  o f the  “t r u th , ” 
regardless o f w h ich  o f us  was ob jective ly correct because o f he r ro le as ch ie f m ourner.
In  an in te rv iew  she said, “ I ’m  the w idow , so I tru m p  everybody.” C h ie f m ourne rs  do n o t 
o f necessity have the  greatest degree o f em otiona l com m itm en t to  the  decedent. 
However, ch ie f m ourne rs  - u s u a lly  in c lu d in g  spouses, a d u lt ch ild ren , s ib lings, and 
paren ts o f the  decedent - con tinue  to  d isp lay  the  social m arkers  o f a m o u rn e r fo r an 
extended period  o f tim e  beyond the p u b lic  fu n e ra l process. The socia l expecta tions o f a 
ch ie f m o u rn e r m ay be s itu a tio n a lly  suspended fo r upw ards o f a year a fte r the  funera l.
In te res ting ly , the  ch ie f m ourne rs  m ay n o t p hys ica lly  m an ipu la te  the  corpse to 
present the  decedent’s id e n tity ; th is  is u s u a lly  le ft to  the  stage m anagers. The stage 
m anagers in c lude  pa id  professiona ls, such as the  fu n e ra l d irecto r, o r clergy m em ber. A 
pa id  pro fessiona l u s u a lly  takes the  role o f ch ie f stage manager, coo rd ina tin g  the 
ac tiv ities  o f o the r stage m anagers. Sometimes fa m ily  m em bers o r friends take the  ro le 
o f stage m anager, p a rtic u la r ly  in  a Neo-Pagan fune ra l. In  p a rticu la r, i t  is  essentia l th a t 
the  ch ie f m o u rn e r n o t also be the  ch ie f stage m anager. The Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  
specifies th a t the  ch ie f m o u rn e r be su ffic ie n tly  consum ed by g rie f th a t they are n o t in  a 
pos ition  to  conduc t m undane  ac tiv ities  such  as stage management.® W hen a ch ie f 
m o u rne r in te ra c ts  w ith  the  corpse, they  do so in  r itu a l ways, such as the  C atho lic  
practice  o f k iss in g  the corpse sh o rtly  before the co ffin  is  closed, o r the  Neo-Pagan 
jo in in g  o f hands w ith  the  corpse as a p a rt o f the  circle. The pro fessiona l stage 
m anagers are d is tingu ish ed  from  the  o the r m ourne rs  in  th a t th e ir  period o f m o u rn in g
® Sudnow  1967 notes th a t th is  m ay n o t a c tu a lly  be the  case. The death  o f an  e lderly  
paren t, fo r exam ple m ay be viewed by  an a d u lt ch ild  fu n c tio n in g  as ch ie f m o u rn e r as a 
welcome release from  end o f life  care. None the  less, the  ch ie f m o u rn e r expected to 
behave app rop ria te ly  fo r the  ro le  (cf. S udnow  1967:130-164).
94
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
begins w hen they  are no tified  o f the  death, u s u a lly  a fte r the  fact, and  ends a t the  end o f 
the  fo rm a l m o u rn in g  process. The social expectations o f appropria te  behavio r are never 
suspended fo r stage m anagers; indeed as “p ro fessiona ls,” pa id  stage m anagers are often 
he ld  to  m uch  h ighe r s tandards o f perform ance decorum  th a n  the  general populace.
Several e thnographers have noted th a t the  ch ie f m o u rne r -  p a rtic u la r ly  w hen the 
ch ie f m o u rn e r is  a spouse, o r single su rv iv in g  p a ren t -  n o rm a lly  selects an  extended 
fa m ily  m em ber o r personal fr ie n d  as a “he lpe r” to  provide em otiona l su p p o rt th ro u g h o u t 
the  process. Th is person m ay also serve as stage manager, b u t th e ir  p r im a ry  ro le  is  to 
sup p o rt the  ch ie f m ourner. L ike  the  ch ie f m ou rne r, helpers rem a in  in  con tac t w ith  
death w e ll a fte r the  end o f the  fo rm a l m o u rn in g  process ends. U n like  ch ie f m ourners, 
however, socia l expectations are n o t suspended fo r the  helpers d u r in g  th is  period. Two 
o f the  key fu n c tio n s  o f helpers are to  n o tify  people w ho are n o t “ in  the  know ” th a t the  
person they  are he lp ing  is  a ch ie f m ourne r, and  to  stage manage app rop ria te  social 
in te ra c tio n  w ith  the  ch ie f m o u rn e r they are he lp ing . M any tim es d u r in g  m y research, a 
he lper w o u ld  id e n tify  a w idow , w idow er, o r g riev ing pa ren t b y  p o in tin g  them  o u t to  me 
and com m un ica ting  the appropria te  social re la tionsh ip : “ So-and-so was h is  fa th e r” or 
“Jane was m arried  to  Bob fo r 21 years.” In  do ing so, they  were id e n tify in g  to  me the 
ch ie f m o u rn e r so th a t I w ou ld  kn o w  the  appropria te  fram e to in te ra c t w ith  th is  person. 
Th is  is  p robab ly  necessary because there  is  no c lear sym bol o f m o u rn in g  specified by 
the A m erican c iv il re lig ion  th a t w ou ld  com m unica te  th is  in fo rm a tion . L ikew ise, the  
he lper f ills  the  role o f being su ffic ie n tly  em o tiona lly  sensible to he lp  the  ch ie f m o u rn e r -  
who is expected to be d is tra u g h t -  as she negotia tes the  maze o f legal business th a t 
aw aits the  new  w idow . Anne suggested to  M ay th a t she have an au topsy perform ed in  
case she even tua lly  elected to  sue the rehab fa c ility  where Ja ck  was housed, fo r 
example. M ay was n o t expected to  th in k  c lea rly  enough to  m ake these decis ions on her 
own.
General m ourne rs  are often d if f ic u lt  to  d is tin g u ish  from  acqua in tance m ourners . 
They are s im ila r in  th a t th e ir  period  o f p u b lic  m o u rn in g  begins w ith  th e ir  n o tif ica tio n
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th a t a dea th  has occurred, and  ends w ith  the end o f p u b lic  m ou rn ing . Expecta tions o f 
social behavio r are n o t suspended fo r e ithe r general o r acqua in tance m ourne rs  a t any 
p o in t o f the  process. General m ourne rs  in c lude  people w ith  a close socia l re la tio n sh ip  
to  the decedent, such  as extended fam ily , persona l friends, and  co-w orkers, w h ile  
acqua in tance m ourne rs  in c lu d e  fo r exam ple spouses o f co-workers; sen ior m anagem ent 
w ho on ly  knew  the  decedent p ro fess iona lly  and  a t a d istance; and  d is ta n t fa m ily  
m em bers, th e ir  spouses, o r ch ild ren . The difference between general and  acqua in tance 
m ourne rs  is  th a t general m ourne rs  a ttend  p r im a r ily  o u t o f a need to pa rtic ip a te  in  the 
r ite  o f passage fo r psych ic  reasons, w h ile  acqua in tance  m ourne rs  a ttend  because i t  is 
im p o rta n t th a t they be seen a ttend in g  the  r ite  o f passage.
W hen a m a jo r Am erican  p u b lic  figu re  dies, in d iv id u a ls  w ill p a rtic ipa te  in  the  pub ic  
service w ho had no rec ip roca l re la tio n sh ip  w ith  the decedent. In  o the r words, the  
m o u rn e r feels some deep em otiona l connection  to  the  decedent, b u t the  decedent had 
lit t le  o r no d irec t connection  to the  m ourne r. I have term ed these in d iv id u a ls  specta tor 
m ourners. Researchers o f w hatever stripe , jo u rn a lis ts , and th e ir  entourages w o u ld  also 
qu a lify  as specta tor m ourne rs  in  m ost c ircum stances.
The Rite o f  Passage in  a P lu ra l Society
Jack, as a m em ber o f a p lu ra l society, in  effect unde rw en t tw o fu n e ra l cycles 
sim ultaneously, one s tipu la ted  by p a rtic ip a n ts  in  the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion , and 
ano the r specified by A m erican Neo-Paganism. B o th  o f these rite s  o f passage removed 
Ja ck  from  the  same social id e n tity , th a t o f a liv in g  person. However, the  A m erican  c iv il 
fu n e ra l inco rpora ted  Ja c k  in to  the  new  socia l id e n tity  o f “dead person,” a socia l id e n tity  
w e ll defined by the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  as sequestered from  the  liv in g  w ith o u t any 
m ean ing fu l agency. The A m erican Neo-Pagan fune ra l, on the o the r hand , inco rpora ted  
Ja ck  in to  the social id e n tity  o f “agentic ancestor,” a new  social id e n tity  th a t Neo-
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R ite o f Separation 
D eath R itua lc Rite o f Inco rpo ra tio n  Funera l R itua lL im in a lity
O ld Social State 
A live
New Social State 
D ead
Figure 2. M odel fo r D eath  in  T ra d itio n a l Societies
Pagans, as m em bers o f a new  re lig ious m ovem ent are in  the process o f c re a tin g /
In  1906, A rno ld  van Gennep iden tified  the process o f a r ite  o f passage, w h ich  in  its  m ost 
basic fo rm  con ta ins  five steps. They are:
(1) The old social state. The o ld  social state is  the  p u b lic ly  recognized id e n tity  o f an 
in d iv id u a l p r io r  to undergo ing  the  r ite  o f passage.
(2) Rite o f  separation. The r ite  o f separation  is  a collective r itu a l, a t a d iscrete p o in t 
in  tim e, w h ich  removes an in it ia te  from  the o ld  socia l state.
(3) L im ina lity . Fo llow ing the  r ite  o f separation , the  in d iv id u a l undergo ing  the  r ite  o f 
passage, in  theo ry  has no social id e n tity ; they  are b e tw ix t and between, n e ith e r a
“ The d is tin c tio n  between A m erican c iv il and  A m erican  Neo-Pagan conceptions o f the  
deceased is so fine  th a t m em bers o f the  general p o p u la tio n  are b lin d  to  it ,  and  Neo- 
Pagans are aware o f i t  on ly  in  pa rt. A lthough  Neo-Pagans are aware th a t th e ir  dead 
adopt a p a r tic u la r social id e n tity , they  have n o t d is tingu ish ed  th a t social id e n tity  w ith  a 
name. I have invented the  te rm  “agentic ancestor” to  d is tin g u ish  in  th is  paper between 
the  A m erican c iv il and  A m erican  Neo-Pagan decedent’s social iden tities ; th is  shou ld  n o t 
be confused fo r being a te rm  recorded in  an e thnog raph ic  com m un ity
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m em ber o f the  social id e n tity  th a t they  have le ft beh ind , n o r p a rt o f the  one th a t they 
w il l  enter.
(4) Rite o f  incorporation. The period o f l im in a lity  is  te rm ina ted  by  a r ite  o f 
in co rpo ra tio n , a t a d iscrete p o in t o f tim e, w h ich  incorpora tes the  in d iv id u a l in to  th e ir  
new  social state.
(5) New socia l state. The new social state is  the  new, p u b lic ly  id en tifiab le  social 
id e n tity  th a t the  person enters hav ing  resolved the  r ite  o f passage (cf. F igure  2 above).
Th is m odel fo r a r ite  o f passage has been u se fu l in  several e thnographies, 
p a rtic u la r ly  in  tra d it io n a l societies. For exam ple, D an fo rth  1982 uses van  Gennep's 
m odel fo r a  r ite  o f passage in  h is  ana lys is  o f ru ra l G reek funera ls . The ru ra l Greeks 
th a t D an fo rth  1982 s tud ied  practice  exhum a tion  and  secondary b u ria l, u n lik e  m ost 
Am ericans. For D a n fo rth ’s 1982 Greeks, the  r ite  o f separation  was the p r im a ry  b u ria l, 
w h ile  the  r ite  o f in co rpo ra tio n  was the  secondary b u r ia l several years la te r. He po in ts  
o u t th a t, one w ou ld  expect the  rites  o f separation  and inco rpo ra tio n  to  dom ina te  the 
fu n e ra l process, b u t in  the  case o f the  Greeks, the  period  o f lim in a lity  is m ost 
im p o rta n t.
For m odern  Am ericans, in c lu d in g  Am erican  Neo-Pagans, the  p u b lic  m o u rn in g  
process is n o t nearly  so lengthy. The rite s  o f passage th a t I w itnessed invo lved  a c lear 
r ite  o f separation  a t the  tim e  o f death, fo llowed by  a c lear rite  o f in co rp o ra tio n  a t the 
fu n e ra l r itu a l. Here we fin d  a fundam en ta l d ifference in  the c u ltu ra l c o n s tra in t o f the 
process; the  Greeks D an fo rth  1982 describes cons tra in  death p r in c ip a lly  a t the  p o in t o f 
b u r ia l and  re b u ria l, w h ile  m odern Am ericans cons tra in  the death process p r im a r ily  a t 
the  po in ts  o f the  p u b lic  death and  fu n e ra l r itu a ls .
The sequence o f events o f the  Am erican  c iv il fu n e ra l cycle is: (1) the  dea th  ritua l, 
where the decedent’s sou l is  released from  the  w o rld  o f the  liv ing , the  decedent’s corpse 
is  iso la ted from  the w o rld  o f the  liv ing , and  the  ch ie f m ourners  acqu ire  th e ir  m o u rn in g  
s ta tus ; (2) the  period  o f lim ina lity , where the  decedent’s sou l is  considered to  be en 
rou te  to  a va rie ty  o f afterlives; the  decedent’s corpse is  processed by  dea th  specia lists;
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and the  m ou rne rs  a ttend  v is ita tio n  r itu a ls  in  a  fu n e ra l home; (3) the  fu n e ra l ritua l, 
where the decedent’s sou l is  com m ended to  the a fte rlife , and a ll b u t ch ie f m ourne rs  and 
helpers are re tu rn e d  to the  w o rld  o f the  liv ing ; and  (4) the  buria l ritua l, w here the 
decedent’s corpse is  inco rpora ted  in to  the w o rld  o f the  dead, and  the rem a in ing  
m ourners  re tu rn  to  the w o rld  o f the  liv ing . In  the  nex t sections. I ’l l  address each o f 
these in  tu rn  from  the  A m erican  c iv il and Neo-Pagan perspectives.
A Rite o f  Separation: D eath R itua l In  Am erica
I t  m ay come as som ewhat o f a su rp rise  th a t the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion  specifies a 
death r itu a l. The death  r itu a l n o rm a lly  occurs w hen an expected death occurs in  the 
hosp ita l. The fa m ily  is  no tifie d  o f the  im pend ing  death  and trave ls  to the  h o sp ita l to 
aw a it the  p h ys ic ia n ’s p ronouncem ent o f death. The nex t o f k in  are called aside and 
given the  bad news by a phys ic ian . A d iscuss ion  abou t organ dona tion  m ay occur. The 
next o f k in  m ay be in v ite d  to  m ake a decis ion to  d iscon tinue  life  support. A  clergy 
m em ber is sum m oned. Prayers are said. Fo llow ing  the p ronouncem ent o f death, the  
w idow  o r o the r n e x t o f k in  is  ob ligated to  f i l l  o u t paperw ork  and arrange fo r the  
d ispos ition  o f decedent. The m edica l s ta ff u s u a lly  leave the n e x t-o f-k in  w ith  the 
decedent as long  as he o r she w ishes fo llow ing  the p ronouncem ent o f death. In  the 
event th a t the  nex t o f k in  is  the  spouse, some o f th is  tim e  is n o rm a lly  in  p riva te . The 
spouse is  typ ica lly  the  las t fa m ily  m em ber to  leave the  decedent’s bedside. W hen the 
w idow  o r nex t o f k in  has le ft the  decedent’s bedside to  f i l l  o u t the  paperw ork, the 
decedent has soc ia lly  died and  m ay be trea ted  as such by hosp ita l and  fu n e ra l staff.® I t  
is  clear th a t there  is  also a death r itu a l th a t occurs w hen a m o u rn e r is  no tified  o f an 
unexpected death. F u rth e r research on th is  p o in t is  required.
W hat is  clear, however, is th a t the  death  r itu a l has been heavily  im pacted  by 
changes in  m edica l, com m un ica tion , and  tra n sp o rta tio n  technology over the  past h a lf 
c e n tu iy . In  n o n -tra u m a tic  deaths, m edica l professiona ls are typ ica lly  w e ll aware o f the
 ^ S udnow  (1967) and  Lock (2002) bo th  note th is  process.
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p a tie n t’s im pend ing  demise w e ll before the  fac t -  indeed, a p a tie n t w ith  te rm in a l cancer 
m ay be in fo rm ed th a t they have s ix  m on ths  to  live w hen, to a ll o u tw a rd  appearances 
they  are he a lth y  as a ram . W ith o u t advanced d iagnostic  equ ipm ent, disease m u s t 
progress m uch , m uch  fa rth e r before i t  becomes read ily  apparen t th a t i t  w il l  re s u lt in  
death. Technologies such as the  re sp ira to r a llow  a bad ly  in ju re d  p a tie n t to  survive 
m u ch  longer. U n iversa l use o f the  te lephone a llow s k in  and friends  to  be n o tifie d  o f an 
im pend ing  death, and  un ive rsa l access to  a ir  and  au to  tra n sp o rt a llow s re la tives fa r 
removed to  trave l q u ic k ly  to v is it  the  gravely i l l  pa tien t. In  short, the  tim e  o f death  can 
be p red ic ted  w ith  accuracy; k insm en  can be no tified  q u ick ly  and e ffic ien tly ; and  a fte r 
n o tif ica tio n  they can trave l long d istances. The end re su lt o f a ll th is  techno logy is  th a t 
the  death r itu a l is  now  heavily  a ttended, where in  the past i t  was not.
In  J a c k ’s case, a lthoug h  b o th  Am erican  Neo-Pagans and th e ir  A m erican  c iv il 
coun te rpa rts  experienced the same r ite  o f separation , they  in te rp re ted  the  events o f the 
r ite  o f separation  in  system atica lly  d iffe ren t ways. A m erican c iv il p a rtic ip a n ts  
experienced a “dea th ;” the  decedent’s ego had come to  an end, and  was now  jo u rn e y in g  
away from  the w o rld  o f men. Am erican  Neo-Pagan p a rtic ip a n ts  experienced an 
“expansion;” the  decedent was “expand ing” to become a p a rt o f th is  w orld , n o t trave ling  
to ano the r w orld . The fo rm er perspective is  th a t o f the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion ; the  
la tte r, a  log ica l consequence o f the  theology o f im m anence.
O bviously, in  a con text o f a sudden sum m ons to the  hosp ita l, u n d e r duress insp ired  
th ro u g h  em otion, la ck  o f sleep, and decisions o f grave im po rt, no one was in te n tio n a lly  
in ve n tin g  new  theology. The theology employed by bo th  Neo-Pagans and m em bers o f 
the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion  d u r in g  the  r ite  o f separation  was in h e rite d  ra th e r th a n  
active ly  inven ted  anew. M ost a d u lts  had  been w itness to  a t least one r ite  o f separation  
in  the past; some had attended several. B o th  called upon  sim ple, b road ly  he ld  beliefs to 
express th e ir  views. J a c k ’s m om  recited the L o rd ’s Prayer, he ld  very nea rly  in  com m on 
by a ll o f the  C h ris tia n  fa iths . M em bers o f the  coven d irected energy to  Jack . K uss ina  
he ld  a pentacle  close to he r fa ther. M ay qu ie tly  spoke to her husban d  o f the  Goddess
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and the God. Taken together these po in ts  read like  the  la u n d ry - lis t o f Neo-Pagan 
beliefs I presented in  the p revious chap te r -  faced w ith  death  in  th e ir  m id s t, b o th  the 
m em bers o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  and  m em bers o f the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion  tu rn e d  
in w a rd  to  basic expressions o f th e ir  core theology.
Perhaps the  m ost d is tin c tive  fea tu re  o f the  r ite  o f separation was th a t there  was 
consensus am ong the A m erican  Neo-Pagans th a t th e ir  fo rm  o f expression was m arg ina l 
and  subord ina te  to  the  expression o f the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion , even though  m ost were 
n o t pleased th a t th is  was the  case. Also s ign ifican t was th a t the  p a rtic ip a n ts  in  the 
A m erican c iv il re lig ion  were e n tire ly  unaw are  th a t there was any com pe tition  going on 
a t a ll, o r indeed th a t they had ju s t  p a rtic ipa ted  in  a m a jo r r ite  o f the  Am erican  c iv il 
re lig ion . None the less, a ll invo lved were active ly  re in te rp re tin g  th e ir  theology, 
im p lem enting , and em ploying i t  in  practice. P a rtic ipan ts  o f the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  
were d is t il l in g  appropria te  behaviors from  th e ir  in fo rm a l e n cu ltu ra tio n  th a t they  learned 
as ch ild ren . Am erican  Neo-Pagans d is tille d  th e ir  behaviors from  a corpus o f w ide ly  he ld  
core beliefs th a t are re ite ra ted  again and  again a t Neo-Pagan r itu a ls  like  the fu l l  m oon 
r itu a l d iscussed above. In  short, the  fu ll m oon r itu a l and  o the r s im ila r r itu a ls  
co n s titu te  a “dress rehearsa l,” w h ich  assures th a t everyone is on the  same page w hen 
an  emergency occurs -  The “dress rehearsa l” creates a m ean ing fu l fram e o f reference fo r 
social in te ra c tio n  and  r itu a l im p rov isa tion  w hen p a rtic ip a n ts  are u n d e r duress and tim e  
pressure. A m erican c iv il actors, on the  o the r hand, were p r im a rily  in fo rm ed by o the r 
fu n e ra l r itu a ls  they  had  a ttended in  the past, each o f w h ich  served as a de facto “dress 
rehearsa l.”
There is  very s trong  social c o n s tra in t to conform  w ith  the  A m erican  c iv il death r itu a l 
to  the greatest ex ten t possible. Thus, the  Neo-Pagan co m m u n ity  has n o t developed an 
a lte rna tive  r itu a l o f death. They have chosen to  in te rp re t the conventiona l Am erican  
c iv il r itu a l d iffe ren tly , however, em ploying the  core theolog ica l p rinc ip les  o u tlin e d  in  
chap te r three. Natalie, fo r example, describes Ja ck  as “expand ing.” In  essence, we see 
a m u ltivo ca lic  in te rp re ta tio n  o f the  same r itu a l o f death, one perspective being he ld  by
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m em bers o f the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion , and  the  o the r by  the Am erican  Neo-Pagans in  
attendance.
The Period o f  L im ina lity
B oth  H ertz 1960 and van  Gennep 1906 spend a great deal o f tim e  on the  lim in a l 
n a tu re  o f the  death experience. In  the  case o f D a n fo rth ’s 1982 Greeks, the  lim in a l 
period con tinues on fo r several years u n t i l  the  rem a ins  are exhum ed and secondarily  
in te rred . D u rin g  the lim in a l period, m o u rn in g  wom en trave l d a ily  to the decedent’s 
grave. Dressed in  b lack, they c lean o ff the  tom b, l ig h t candles fo r the  decedent, arrange 
flowers th a t they have b ro u g h t w ith  them  and sing  fo rm a l lam ents fo r the  deceased.
The A m erican fu n e ra l process is  m u ch  sho rte r -  the  fo rm a l process ends fo llow ing  the 
b u r ia l w h ich  m ay be as lit t le  as a week a fte r the  death o f the decedent. In  th is  very 
sho rt period  o f tim e, there  is a trem endous am o u n t o f w o rk  to  be done by  the  ne x t o f 
k in . M ay ra n  th ro u g h  a la u n d ry  lis t: Insu rance  com panies m u s t be n o tifie d  and 
h osp ita l b ills  pa id ; em ployers, friends, and  d is ta n t re la tions  m u s t be no tified ; fin a n c ia l 
and ta x  m a tte rs  m u s t be settled; ow nersh ip  o f m a jo r p rope rty  in c lu d in g  rea l estate and 
autom ob iles m u s t be settled; the  fu n e ra l m u s t be arranged and pa id  for. There is  
s im p ly  no tim e  fo r lim in a l r itu a ls , such as the  form alized grieving th a t the  m o u rn in g  
wom en D a n fo rth  described, to occur. Thus, in  the  Am erican c iv il fune ra l, the  lim in a l 
period takes a secondary pos ition  to  the  dea th  r itu a l and  the fu n e ra l ritual.®
The lim in a l period is sho rt a t least p a r tly  because the lim in a l period d u r in g  
h is to r ica l fu n e ra l cycles was qu ite  sh o rt by cross c u ltu ra l standards. The 
pro fessiona liza tion  o f bo th  the fu n e ra l and  m edica l in d u s tr ie s  over the la s t c e n tu iy  have 
had the effect o f in se rtin g  a great deal o f socia l ob liga tion  in to  a period th a t w o u ld  
otherw ise cons is t o f re flec tion  and m o u rn in g  w ith  im m edia te  fam ily , clergy, and  close 
friends. There is  also s trong social pressure  as a consequence o f the  P ro testan t w o rk
* I t  is  w o rth  n o tin g  th a t the  A m erican c iv il w edd ing  is  also qu ite  sho rt by c ro ss -cu ltu ra l 
standards.
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e th ic  encoded in to  the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  fo r the  bereaved to  re tu rn  to  w o rk  w ith in  a 
given period  o f tim e. Em ployers n o rm a lly  a llow  th ree  to  five days o f leave fo r 
bereavement, fo r example, and  th is  bereavem ent leave is n o rm a lly  on ly  offered to  people 
w ho cou ld  conceivab ly f i l l  the  ro le o f “ch ie f m o u rn e r.” The pro fess iona liza tion  o f the  
m edica l and  fu n e ra l in d u s tr ie s , and  a c iv il re lig ion  tied  closely to  the  P ro tes tan t w o rk  
e th ic  have had the effect o f deem phasizing the  lim in a l period by cross c u ltu ra l 
standards.
The fu n e ra l hom e is  a lim in a l space. Am ericans in  general do n o t like  to  be in  
con tact w ith  death, as S udnow  1967 po in ts  ou t. In  one o f the  tw o hosp ita ls  S udnow  
1967 stud ied , the  m orgue o rde rly  changed o u t o f h is  w o rk in g  clo thes in to  stree t clothes 
in  order to go to  lu n c h  in  the s ta ff café. H is change o f clothes was u n iq u e  -  everyone 
else came to the  cafe in  w hatever th e ir  jo b  dem anded th a t they  wear, from  scrubs to  a 
business su it. The m orgue o rde rly  was leaving the co n tam ina tio n  o f dea th  beh ind  h im  
when he w en t in to  p ub lic . People w ho fa il to  take such r itu a l p recau tions are r id icu led . 
M itfo rd  1963 po in ts  o u t th a t the  Am erican  fu n e ra l in d u s try  is  pe rpe tua lly  lam pooned in  
the  m edia. Leno (1992) in  Ja y  Lena’s Headlines, devotes a fu ll  ten  pages to  am us ing  
newspaper e rra ta  concern ing  the fu n e ra l in d u s try . Likew ise, the  H a l A sh b u ry  (1971) 
m ovie H aro ld  and  M aude  goes on in  deadpan h u m o r fo r n in e ty  m in u te s  abou t a  teen 
and a septuagenarian w ho become ro m a n tica lly  invo lved and m ake a hobby o f 
a ttend in g  fune ra ls  and  o the r places o f the  dead. In  short, d irec t con tac t w ith  the 
deceased is  on ly  appropria te  w hen one is d isp lay ing  the  social id e n tity  o f “m o u rn e r.”
The consensus o f the  Neo-Pagans I have in terv iew ed has been th a t the  sou l o f the  
Neo-Pagan decedent fo llows a s im ila r tra je c to ry  to th a t o f a ch ie f m o u rn e r d u r in g  the 
period o f lim in a lity . In  the  im m edia te  period fo llow ing  death, the  decedent’s sou l 
rem ains in  the  v ic in ity  o f the  body, and then  trave ls to  con tact im p o rta n t in d iv id u a ls  in  
h is  or h e r life. Because there  is  no com pulsory, fo rm a l theology in  Neo-Paganism, there 
is l it t le  consistency between m ourne rs  concern ing  the  loca tion  o f the  sou l a t any p o in t 
o f the  process, o r even the w ords th a t shou ld  be used to  describe it. M ost agree,
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however th a t p r io r  to  the  f ir s t  fu n e ra l r i tu a l the  sou l is  present in  the  w o rld  o f people. 
D u rin g  the  period  fo llow ing  the f irs t  fu n e ra l r itu a l, the  decedent is  e ithe r trave ling  to 
ano the r place, o r b e tw ix t and between, som etim es in  the  w orld  o f m en, and  som etim es 
in  the w o rld  o f sp ir it. In  any event the  sou l o f the  decedent d u r in g  th is  very early  period 
is  lik e ly  to  spontaneously d ire c tly  con tac t the  m ourners , and m ay be accessed th ro u g h  
r itu a l m eans such  as d iv in a tio n  o r channe ling . B o th  the  ch ie f m o u rn e r and the 
decedent have had d irec t con tac t w ith  death  -  d u r in g  the lim in a l period, the  Neo-Pagan 
decedent, th ro u g h  h is  in te ra c tio n s  w ith  the  liv ing , becomes a m o u rn e r o f h is  own 
demise.
Funera l R itua l in  America: Incorporation into the A fte rlife
The fu n e ra l r itu a l p o rtio n  o f the  fu n e ra l cycle serves two purposes: (1) in co rp o ra tin g  
the  decedent in to  the  a fte rlife , and  (2) in co rp o ra tin g  m ost m ourne rs  back in to  the  w orld  
o f the  liv ing .^ The A m erican c iv il fu n e ra l has seven parts : (1) The decedent is 
transpo rted  in  a casket to  a place o f w o rsh ip  in  a b la ck  hearse provided by  the  fu n e ra l 
d irecto r. In  some cases, the  r itu a l occurs in  a fu n e ra l home. The 19th  ce n tu ry  practice  
o f d riv in g  pas t the  decedent’s hom e or place o f em ploym ent has been la rge ly 
abandoned. (2) The decedent’s casket is  n o rm a lly  decorated w ith  a pall,® a spray o f 
flow ers,’’ o r an A m erican flag .’® S ix in d iv id u a ls  w ho are in te rm ed ia te ly  re la ted to  the 
decedent, such as g randch ild ren , cousins, o r close fa m ily  friends, are selected as p a ll 
bearers, and  are responsib le  fo r tra n sp o rtin g  the casket th ro u g h o u t the  service. O ften
’ Th is section describes the P ro testan t ch u rch  fu n e ra l service in  general term s. The 
Reform  and  Conservative Jew ish  services are ra d ica lly  d iffe ren t in  th a t the  corpse is  no t 
taken  to  the  Temple, and  m ost im p o rta n t r i tu a l actions occur a t the  graveside. The 
Jew ish  period  o f m o u rn in g  is  specified by  re lig ious law , and d u r in g  the  period  o f 
m o u rn ing , a group from  the Temple m ay trave l to  a house in  m o u rn in g  in  o rde r to  p ray  
w ith  the m o u rn in g  fam ily . In  recent years, there  have been an increase o f fu n e ra l 
services a t a fu n e ra l hom e w ith  a Rabbi in  a ttendance. A lthough  there seem to  be an 
u n u s u a l concen tra tion  o f people o f Jew ish  ancestry in  the  Neo-Pagan co m m un itie s  I ’ve 
s tud ied  -  In  one co m m u n ity  the figu re  was 15 percent - the  Jew ish  tra d it io n a l fu n e ra l 
seems to  have lit t le  bearing  on the  fu n e ra l c rea tion  process I have observed.
* In  the  case o f the  A ng lican  C hurch .
’’ P a rticu la rly  in  the  C atho lic  C hurch .
For m ilita ry  veterans only.
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they  do n o t ca rry  the  casket, b u t p u ll i t  on a do lly  concealed by a c lo th . (3) M ost 
Am erican churches are arranged in  an oppos itiona l fo rm at, w ith  an audience seated in  
rows fac ing  a s lig h tly  elevated sanctua ry. The audience seating is  n o rm a lly  separated 
in to  two halves by a center isle; in  large churches there  are several isles. In  m any 
denom ina tions, the  sanc tua ry  is  p a rtia lly  separated from  the audience by b a rrie r 
ra ilings . In  the  sanctuary, there is  u s u a lly  a  m onum en ta l c ru c if ix  (w ith  o r w ith o u t an 
image o f the  c ruc ified  C h ris t, depending u p o n  denom ina tion) m oun ted  to  the back w a ll 
above the  sanctuary , a m onum en ta l a lta r set fo rw ard  upon  a dais, a tabernacle  w h ich  
con ta ins the  sacram ents, and  cha irs  fo r the  ce lebrants. The ce lebrants are th u s  set 
above and in  fro n t o f the  audience, in  a pos ition  o f a u th o rity . P rio r to  the  service the  
audience file  in  and  take seats as they a rrive , w ith  ch ie f m ourne rs  and he lpers seated in  
the fro n t rows, and  o the r m ourne rs  seated tow ard  the  rear. In d iv id u a ls  w ho arrive  early 
m ay q u ie tly  pray, o r converse w ith  people seated nearby in  hushed  tones. (4) A t the  
beg inn ing  o f the  fu n e ra l service, the  p ries t o r m in is te r o ffic ia ting  and h is  entourage 
process b e h ind  the  casket -  d o lly  assem bly and  p a ll bearers tow ard  the  sanctuary. 
U sua lly  the  casket is  preceded by an a lta r server w ho is  carries a c ru c if ix  m oun ted  on a 
pole in  the  a ir. (5) W hen the  processiona l reaches the  sanctuary, the  o ffic ia ting  
ce lebran t m ay bless the  casket w ith  ho ly  w a te r o r incense as he passes it .  The casket is  
no rm a lly  le ft ou ts ide  the  sanc tua ry  in  fro n t o f the  audience, and the p a ll bearers take 
th e ir  seats beh ind  the  ch ie f m ourners. (6) The service n o rm a lly  inc ludes a t least one 
eulogy fo r the  deceased, n o rm a lly  given by a close o r in te rm ed ia te  re la tive  such as a 
s ib ling , cous in , o r close fa m ily  friend . The person g iv ing the eulogy is n o t n o rm a lly  a 
ch ie f m ourne r. The ce lebran t offers a read ing  from  the gospel and  a serm on a t va rious  
po in ts , and  there  are one o r m ore readings from  scrip tu re , o ften by d is ta n t re la tions  or 
fa m ily  fr iends  o f the  decedent. M ost denom ina tions also inc lude  the sacram ent o f 
com m union . (7) Fo llow ing  the  service, the  ce lebrants recess, u s u a lly  in  the  same o rder 
as the processional. The casket m ay be recessed w ith  the  celebrants, o r m ay be le ft in
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the  ehu rch  to  be removed fo llow ing  the  service by  the fu n e ra l d ire c to r fo r tra n s p o rt to 
the  b u r ia l site.
Am erican Neo-Pagan fu n e ra ls "  n o rm a lly  occur in  a  fu n e ra l home. Th is  seems to  be 
the  case because Neo-Pagans have few dedicated houses o f w o rsh ip , ra th e r th a n  as a 
consequence o f theology. The audience n o rm a lly  takes th e ir  seats in  a  circ le . A t a 
fu n e ra l hom e service there  w il l  be an  a lta r in  the  center. A t a graveside service, the 
open grave w ill be in  the center. The ce lebrants s it in  the  c irc le  w ith  the  m ourners . The 
ce lebrants w ill begin the  r itu a l by  casting  a sacred c irc le  and ca llin g  quarte rs . A  person 
tapped in  advance w ill u s u a lly  read a prepared eulogy. M em bers o f the  congregation 
w ill read eulogies, pe rfo rm  prayers, songs, o r speak ad lib  abou t the  s ign ificance o f th e ir  
re la tio n sh ip  w ith  the  deceased. The ch ie f m o u rn e r m ay fac ilita te  the  service in  
co n ju n c tio n  w ith  a clergy m em ber o r by h im se lf, and u su a lly  addresses the  com m un ity . 
There m ay be a cakes and w ine  cerem ony s im ila r to the  one d iscussed a t the  fu l l m oon 
service above. A t the  conc lus ion  o f the  service, the  clergy m em bers w il l  close the circ le .
I w il l  consider the  d ifferences between the Neo-Pagan and A m erican  c iv il fu n e ra l 
services a t leng th  in  chap te r 7.
B u ria l R itua l in  Am erica
M ajor C h ris tia n  denom ina tions  specify ea rth  b u r ia l the  day o f the  fu n e ra l service. 
T h is  serves the fu n c tio n  o f d isposa l o f the  m o rta l rem ains, and  com pletes the fo rm a l 
fu n e ra l cycle. M ost graveside services are sh o rt and  inc lude  a clergy m em ber, the  
fu n e ra l d irecto r, ch ie f m ourners , and  helpers. The b u r ia l r itu a l is  now  considered less 
“essentia l” th a n  i t  has been in  the  past, and is  o ften om itted  en tire ly , w ith  the  rem ains 
in te rred  unce rem on ious ly  by pa id  specia lists u s in g  m echanized equ ipm ent.
"  M em oria l services -  d is tingu ish ed  from  a fu n e ra l because there  is  no body p resen t - 
w il l n o rm a lly  be he ld  in  a p ra c tit io n e r ’s hom e, o ften th a t o f the  ch ie f m ou rne r, o r a t the  
co m m u n ity ’s regu la r re lig ious  m eeting place. Neo-Pagan m em oria l services o ften are 
a lm ost id e n tica l to  a fu n e ra l service.
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In  m y case 5, the  decedent was bu rie d  in  a very tra d it io n a l ru ra l O k lahom a b u r ia l r itu a l
th a t seems qu ite  s im ila r to  b u r ia l r i tu a l a t the  tu rn  o f the  ce n tu iy . The decedent’s
fa ther, M ike, describes the b u ria l:
The B a p tis t ch u rch  m a in ta in s  a cemetery. And the way i t  w orks, is i f  yo u  need a 
cem etery p lo t, you  go fin d  one th a t a in ’t  taken , and  you  m a rk  it. I f  you  need a 
hole dug, you  ca ll the  coun ty  com m issioner, and  he sends dow n a backhoe. So 
B ill a rrived , B il l is [M a tt’s] g rand fa the r... We go to  m eet the  backhoe, and d ig  
the hole, and  i t  takes like  three scoops because w e’re ju s t  b u ry in g  a sm a ll box, 
and [B ill] s tra igh tens i t  u p  rea l p re tty , and  we cover i t  w ith  p las tic , because 
we’re expecting ra in  before the  fune ra l. A nd  [the day o f the  b u ria l] we a ll drove 
down there, i t  was like  fou r, five, s ix  vehicles, and  [M a tt’s m om ] had prepared a 
note... [ l] t  was a few sentences, b u t one o f the  th ings  1 rem em ber m ost abou t i t  
was th a t one o f he r coworkers was com fo rting  he r and  saying th a t i t  was such  a 
shame th a t [M att] ju s t  bare ly  got to  s ta rt liv in g  h is  life. A nd  [M a tt’s m om  is] like , 
no th a t ’s n o t r ig h t. M a tt lived m ore in  seventeen years th a n  m ost people do in  a 
long life tim e. He lived m ore th a n  a whole life. He ju s t  cram m ed i t  a ll in to  
seventeen years. A nd  then  we sat the  box down in  there, and [M a tt’s m om ] and 
1 d id  the  f ir s t  shovelfu ls, and  then  we passed i t  a round  and anyone else th a t 
w anted  to  d id  a shovel, and  then  the m en fin ished  the  job . Me and h e r dad and 
m y dad and uncle , and  s tu ff like  th a t. A t the  o ld  days a t th a t ch u rch , th e y ’d 
r in g  the  bell, and  the  w ives w o u ld  pack u p  a lu n c h  and the  w ives w o u ld  a ll s it 
and gossip w h ile  the  m en w ou ld  d ig  the  hole. And there was a lo t o f th a t k in d  o f 
feel -  we were on ly  there fo r th ir ty  m inu tes , b u t we got h im  bu ried , too ls in  the  
back o f the  car, and  w en t home. H ad lu n ch , and  everybody w en t back home.
Am erican  Neo-Pagans u s u a lly  crem ate the  rem a ins  o f th e ir  dead. I recorded on ly  a
single instance  o f a  Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l w here the rem ains were b u rie d  ra th e r th a n  being
crem ated, in c lu d in g  r itu a ls  th a t I a ttended b u t d id  n o t repo rt as “cases” fo r the
purposes o f th is  s tudy. M itfo rd  notes th a t c rem a tion  is  on the  rise  in  A m erica, and  th a t
there is  a co rre la tion  between lib e ra l p o lit ica l a ff ilia tio n  and a tendency to  crem ate
rem ains. The Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  specifies th a t the  decedent’s rem ains are to  be
segregated from  the w o rld  o f the  liv ing . A fte r the  fu n e ra l r i tu a l incorpora tes the  sou l o f
the  decedent in to  the  w o rld  o f the  dead, sequestered away from  the  liv ing , the  b u r ia l
r i tu a l incorpora tes the decedent’s m o rta l rem a ins  in to  the  w orld  o f the  dead,
sequestered o ff in  de lim ited  cemeteries fa r away from  the  liv in g  spaces o f the  surv ivors.
In  w e ll over h a lf  o f the  Neo-Pagan cases I recorded, the  ch ie f m o u rn e r re ta ined  the
ashes o f the  decedent in  th e ir  home, u s u a lly  in  u n t i l  the  second fu n e ra l service, w h ich
often also served as a b u r ia l r itu a l. The crem ains were u su a lly  assem bled in  a  p u b lic
p lace in  the  house, together w ith  r itu a l objects in  the  fo rm  o f a shrine . In  tw o o f m y
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cases, the  decedent was b u rie d  a t the  hom e o f the  ch ie f m ou rne r, in  the  ya rd . A t Neo- 
Pagan fune ra ls  we see a c lear absence o f sequestra tion  o f the  dead from  the  liv ing , 
p robab ly  because the  dead rem a in  socia lly  liv in g  in  the  A m erican Neo-Pagan schema.
One o f the  cu rio u s  consequences o f the  very sho rt A m erican fu n e ra l cycle is  th a t i t  
is  s im p ly  inadequate  to  a llow  grieving to occur. A lthough  m ost people associated w ith  
the  r itu a l are removed from  the  s ta tus  o f “m o u rn e r” and  re tu rned  to  the s ta tus  o f “a live” 
a t the conc lus ion  o f the  fu n e ra l cycle, ch ie f m ourne rs  re ta in  m any  o f the  trapp ings  o f 
lim in a lity  fo r upw ards  o f a  year, long a fte r they, in  theory, have been re incorpora ted  
in to  the w o rld  o f the  liv ing . Th is  extended period o f l im in a lity  is  p a rtic u la r ly  apparen t 
fo r those in d iv id u a ls  w ho have ongoing d irect, lite ra l experiences o f the  sou l o f the  
decedent fo llow ing  death.
For the  Am erican  c iv il m ou rne r, th is  is an issue to  be d irected to  th e ir  the rap is t, 
clergy m em ber, and  su p p o rtin g  fa m ily  friends -  there  is  no fu r th e r  r itu a l,  such  as 
secondary b u ria l, fo r a g riev ing Am erican  c iv il ch ie f m o u rne r to  p u b lic ly  w a lk  away from  
th e ir  m o u rn in g  s ta tus. The A m erican c iv il m o u rn e r is  le ft w a iting : W a itin g  to  live, 
w a itin g  to die, w a itin g  fo r an abso lu tio n  from  g u ilt  and  g rie f th a t comes very slow ly, and 
in  private.
The A m erican Neo-Pagan m o u rn e r has som ewhat m ore la titu d e  in  th is  area for 
im prov isa tion . C learly, m ost Am erican  m ourne rs  are prepared to  re tu rn  to  the  w o rld  o f 
the  liv in g  fo llow ing  the  end o f the  sh o rt Am erican  c iv il fu n e ra l process. Thus a fu n e ra l 
in  the  conventiona l tem pora l loca tion  a week o r so fo llow ing  death  serves the  purpose o f 
re inco rpo ra tin g  m a jo rity  o f spectator, acqua in tance, and  general m ourne rs  in to  the  
w o rld  o f the  liv ing . The A m erican  Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l cycle has app ropria ted  the b u r ia l 
r itu a l, moved i t  several m on ths  a fte r the  death, and changed its  focus to  addressing the 
ch ie f m o u rn e r’s g riev ing process. Unless the decedent died in  la te  Septem ber or 
O ctober’®, a  typ ica l tim e  fo r the  second fu n e ra l r i tu a l is  a t a Sam ha in  r itu a l,  he ld  near
"  I f  the decedent died in  October, the  ch ie f m o u rn e r w o u ld  p robab ly  w a it a fu l l year 
u n t i l  the  fo llow ing  Sam hain.
108
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
the  end o f October each year. Sam ha in  is  the  Neo-Pagan re lig ious New Year and  day o f 
the  dead. M any Neo-Pagan groups ho ld  large, p u b lic  r itu a ls  a t S am hain , and  i t  is 
typ ica l fo r a  Neo-Pagan to  a ttend  th ree  to  five large scale r itu a ls  d u r in g  the  la s t two 
weeks o f October. In  some cases, as i t  was w ith  Jack, a special, second b u r ia l service is  
he ld  p a rtic u la r ly  fo r th is  purpose; in  o the r cases, the  ch ie f m ourne rs  meet a t a  regu la rly  
scheduled r itu a l to  negotia te th is  g riev ing process; the  rem ains m ay o r m ay n o t be 
bu ried  a t the  same tim e.
The b u r ia l r itu a l does n o t com pel the  ch ie f m o u rn e r to  leave m o u rn in g  s ta tus  
beh ind  h im  o r her, and fu lly  re tu rn  to  the  w o rld  o f the  liv ing . Neo-Pagans do no t 
com pel one ano the r to adopt any p a r tic u la r id e n tity . For a Neo-Pagan, in  keeping w ith  
the  theology o f im m anence, one’s id e n tity  is a  consequence o f h is  o r h e r un d e rs ta n d in g  
o f the  spa rk  o f d iv in ity  w ith in . Thus, no rm ative ly , on ly  the ch ie f m o u rn e r can choose to 
assert th a t he o r she is o r is n o t a m ourne r. A Neo-Pagan ch ie f m o u rn e r can choose to 
rem a in  in  m ou rn ing , long a fte r those a round  he r have gone on w ith  th e ir  lives, in  p a rt 
because there  was no r itu a l th a t w o u ld  com pel h e r to  leave the  s ta tus  o f m o u rn e r 
beh ind  her.
The Proœ ss o f  Incorporation into the A fte rlife
As I ’ve d iscussed above, the  m ourne rs  are in  a pos ition  to choose how  they w il l  be 
inco rpora ted , o r n o t inco rpora ted  in to  the  broader society fo llow ing  the  com ple tion  o f 
the  fu n e ra l cycle. The decedent, however is  n o t in  a pos ition  to  pe rsona lly  in fluence  the 
social m arke rs  th a t ind ica te  th e ir  loca tion  in  a p lu ra l landscape. The p r im a ry  fu n c tio n
"  1 have n o t d iscussed the sub ject o f p ro fessiona l stage m anagers here. They present 
an in te res ting  case, because they  are pe rpe tua lly  in  con tac t w ith  death and located in  
places o f the  dead, ye t they are no t, p rope rly  speaking, m ourners  o f any one p a rt ic u la r  
death. S udnow  1967 discusses the  r itu a ls  by w h ich  the  m orgue orderlies  remove the 
co n tam ina tio n  o f death w hen they  en te r p u b lic  spaces o f the h o sp ita l (Sudnow  
1967:95-107). M itfo rd  1963 likew ise discusses the great pa ins th a t m em bers o f the  
fu n e ra l in d u s try  have taken  to  a lte r the  language o f dea th  w ith  euphem ism  in  o rder to 
d is tance them selves from  the co n tam ina tio n  o f death  (M itfo rd  1963:227-231)
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o f the  fu n e ra l p o rtio n  o f the  A m erican c iv il fu n e ra l cycle is  to  ind ica te  the loca tion , 
agentic powers, and  o the r features id e n tica l to the  decedent in  the a fterlife .
M odern Am ericans p a rtic ipa te  in  a h ig h ly  p lu ra l society where any given in d iv id u a l 
pa rtic ipa tes  in  a trem endous m u lt ip lic ity  o f socia l iden tities , m ost o f w h ich  are active ly  
constructed , managed, and m an ipu la te d  fo r desired ends. The p a rtic ip a n ts  in  each o f 
these socia l id e n titie s  -  co-w orkers, fa m ily  m em bers, friends from  va rious  c lubs, e thn ic  
organ izations, re lig ious groups, and  o the r o rgan izations, are each lik e ly  to  feel they 
have a c la im  to how  the decedent’s post m ortem  id e n tity  shou ld  be portrayed. In  m any 
cases these c la im s do n o t compete w ith  one another; i t  is u n lik e ly  th a t J a c k ’s u n io n  
friends w o u ld  ob ject to  social m arke rs  associated w ith  h is  place o f em ploym ent, fo r 
example. However, w hen a person dies w ho p a rtic ipa ted  in  tw o groups th a t view  
them selves as being in  d irec t com pe tition  w ith  one another, there  is  lik e ly  to  be some 
overt co n flic t over how  the decedent’s pos t-m ortem  id e n tity  shou ld  be d isplayed. Th is 
so rt o f co n flic t is  p a rtic u la r ly  lik e ly  a t a  Neo-Pagan fune ra l, because bo th  Neo-Pagans 
and conservative C h ris tians  feel th a t th e ir  own id e n tity  m u tu a lly  excludes the  other. 
Since app rox im a te ly  25 percent o f Am ericans id e n tify  them selves as conservative 
C h ris tians , i t  w ou ld  be a ra re  Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l indeed th a t d id  n o t in c lude  a t least 
one conservative C h ris tia n  w ho was in  some w ay re la ted to a Neo-Pagan decedent. 
F u rthe rm ore , since abou t 85 percen t o f Am ericans practice  some fo rm  o f C h ris tia n ity , i t  
is  very lik e ly  th a t there w il l  be a su b s ta n tia l nu m b e r o f Am erican c iv il p a rtic ip a n ts  a t a 
Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l un less they  are spec ifica lly  excluded. Thus, a t a Neo-Pagan fune ra l, 
there  a lm ost ce rta in ly  w ill be people invo lved w ho feel th a t the  Neo-Pagan id e n tity  
scheme is  in  some w ay false, u n e th ica l, im m ora l, o r s in fu l -  a v ir tu a l recipe fo r con flic t. 
T h is  observation  is  p a rtic u la r ly  im p o rta n t in  th a t i t  applies equa lly  to  any in te n tio n a l 
c o m m u n ity  th a t w ou ld  openly challenge estab lished C h ris tia n  denom ina tions o r the  
A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  in  a fu n e ra l context.
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This c ircum stance  was n o t foreseen by van  Gennep and h is  s tuden ts , w ho p r im a rily  
app lied  the m odel to  tra d it io n a l so c ie tie s ." The rise  o f p lu ra l societies and  p lu ra l 
iden titie s  m eans th a t any given in d iv id u a l m ay be inco rpora ted  in to  several d iffe ren t, 
com peting social a fte rlives fo llow ing  th e ir  demise. C learly, th is  com pe tition  between 
p lu ra l iden titie s  is  a p ro d u c t o f la te  m odern ity , n o t o u r a g ric u ltu ra l pas t -  the  rise  o f a 
p lu ra l, u rb a n  society has resu lted  in  com peting a fterlives fo r the  deceased. In  o rder to 
be tte r un d e rs ta n d  th is  process, we m u s t b rie fly  digress in to  an exam ina tion  o f id e n tity  
fo rm ation .
Recent models fo r id e n tity ’® em phasize th a t id e n tity  co n s tru c tio n  is  a process o f 
negotiation  between in d iv id u a l and  society. M ost m odels fo r id e n tity  fo rm a tio n  and  
negotia tion  proceed from  the  assum ption  th a t id e n titie s  are tied  inseparab ly  to  phys ica l 
bodies. However, the  id e n tity  s tru c tu re  precedes a person ’s b ir th  and  survives th e ir  
death -  som etim es by cen tu ries, and  ra re ly  m ille n n ia , in  e ithe r d irec tion . A lth o u g h  i t  
w ou ld  be m ost unw ise  to  d isco u n t m odels fo r id e n tity  fo rm a tion  tied  to  negotia tion  
between the ego and society, on ly  liv ing  iden tities  require bodies w ith  subjective m inds. 
To use an id e n tity  s tru c tu re  designed to  describe the processes liv in g  people use to 
negotia te th e ir  p lace in  society in  order to  describe the  p ro jections o f the  liv in g  u p o n  the  
objective ly n o n -liv in g  o r the  n o n -h u m a n  is to  pound  a square peg in  a ro u n d  hole. 
W eigert et al. 1986 iden tifies  tw o id e n tity  s tru c tu re s  th a t are pro jected u p o n  objective 
persons, b u t the  o u ts ide r w o u ld  note are n o t experienced sub jective ly  by  the  object: The 
p rena ta l id e n tity  (PNI) and the  postm ortem  id e n tity  (PMI) s tru c tu re s  (Weigert et al. 
1986:92-114). A lthough  I am  p r im a r ily  in te rested  in  the  la tte r, some d iscuss ion  o f the  
fo rm er is  necessary as the tw o s tru c tu re s  have m uch  in  common.
"  Except V ic to r T u rne r, w ho successfu lly  app lied  the “ l im in a lity ” concept to  m odern  
w estern societies late in  h is  career.
"  Cf. Cote and Levine (2002), Id e n tity  Form ation, Agency, and  Culture  fo r fu l l  trea tm en t.
I l l
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Pre-Natal and  Post-Mortem Id e n tity  Form ation
The process o f co n s tru c tin g  an id e n tity  fo r a soon-to-arrive  socia l ac to r share a 
nu m b e r o f features in  com m on w ith  the  process o f co n s tru c tin g  an id e n tity  fo r a 
recen tly  departed social actor. B rie fly :
(1) In  bo th  cases an id e n tity  is  being construc ted  by social actors fo r an in d iv id u a l 
w ho is  p resen tly  and fo r the  foreseeable fu tu re  unab le  to  con tro l th e ir  ow n id e n tity  in  
any p a r tic u la r way.
(2) In  bo th  cases, id e n titie s  are construc ted  th ro u g h  a process o f “guess tim a tion ,” ’® 
where m arkers  are app lied  accord ing to genera lly  he ld  norm s, fo lk  taxonom y, and in  the 
case o f a  decedent, su rv ivo rs  m em ories o f pas t behaviors.
(3) In  bo th  cases, p a r tic u la r people have a greater degree o f con tro l o f the  ob jec t’s 
id e n tity  -  nam ely, in  the  case o f a b ir th , the  paren ts , and  in  the  case o f a  death  the 
ch ie f m ourners. Fu rthe rm ore , in  bo th  cases, an in d iv id u a l’s a b ility  to  app ly  features 
iden tica l to the  object increase w ith  socia l p ro x im ity  to the paren ts  o r ch ie f m ourners .
(4) In  bo th  cases, there  m ay be co n flic t between in d iv id u a ls  w ho have a leg itim a te  
c la im  to  p r im a ry  con tro l over the ob jec t’s id e n tity . In  the  case o f an in fa n t b o m  to  a 
very young m other, the  m a te rna l g randpa ren ts  m ay con flic t w ith  the young  m o the r over 
th is  role, fo r example. In  the  event o f such  a co n flic t over c la im s o f “ch ie f m o u rn e r” or 
“p a re n t” s ta tus , the  co n flic t m u s t be resolved, by the  courts  i f  necessary.
(5) In  bo th  cases, the  persons ch ie fly  responsib le  fo r p roduc ing  social m arke rs  on be 
h a lf  o f the  ob ject are obligated to active ly  decide between m u tu a lly  exclusive, com peting 
social iden tities . Accord ing  to the A m erican c iv il schema, an in fa n t canno t be b o th  a 
“boy” and  a “g ir l” regardless o f th e ir  rep roductive  anatom y, fo r example.
O f course there are some b ig  differences between the  fu n c tio n  o f p re n a ta l and 
postm ortem  iden tities . The p rena ta l id e n tity  is  created w ith  the idea th a t id e n tity  
m anagem ent w ill be increas ing ly  assum ed by the  ch ild , and la te r by the  a du lt. The 
degree to  w h ich  the  paren ts  g ran t the  ch ild  au tonom y to a lte r o r dete rm ine  th e ir
In  W eigert et a l. ’s (1986:98) sense o f the  word.
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id e n tity  is  n o t s tipu la ted  by the Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  and varies h ig h ly  between
A m erican subcu ltu res . P rio r to  b ir th , however, the  in fa n t has abso lu te ly  no d irec t
con tro l o f th e ir  id e n tity . The postm ortem  id e n tity , in  theory, is  a p resen ta tion  o f the
decedent’s liv in g  id e n tity  in  fin a l form . As such the decedent has some a b ility  to
in fluence  h is  PMI p r io r  to  death. For exam ple, a decedent can s tip u la te  the  fo rm  h is
fu n e ra l is  to  take, and  such a s tip u la tio n  is  enforceable in  cou rt. L ikew ise, the
decedent cou ld  bequest assets in  a w ay th a t w ou ld  m ake i t  c lear how  he shou ld  be
rem em bered. Thus a decedent, p r io r  to death, can have some active in fluence  over the
presen ta tion  o f h is  PMI in  a w ay a neonate cou ld  never have.
The p re -n a ta l and  post-m ortem  id e n tity  fo rm a tion  processes seem to  fo llow  a s im ila r
tra jec to ry  to  one a n o th e r."  The p re -na ta l id e n tity  co n s tru c tio n  process begins w hen  a
m other becomes aware th a t she is  pregnant, o r w hen she m akes the  decis ion to in te n d
to become pregnan t. The post-m ortem  id e n tity  co n s tru c tio n  process begins w hen  a
person becomes aware th a t they w ill die, and  begins to  p lan  accord ing ly, o r w hen  they
a c tu a lly  die, w h ichever comes f i r s t . "  In  bo th  cases th is  social id e n tity  p la n n in g  phase
has a ce rta in  “u n re a l” character. One o f M ille r ’s in fo rm a n ts  com m ents:
Unless you  rea lly  stop and th in k  abou t it,  th a t the re ’s a person grow ing ins ide  
y o u r body, you  d o n ’t  feel th a t close to  it. I ’m  sure I w il l w hen  i t  begins to move 
and I can rea lly  te ll the re ’s som eth ing there. [M ille r 1978:194]
In  m y m any conversations w ith  m ourne rs  a t funera ls , the  n a tu re  o f the  fu n e ra l
se tting  causes people to consider th e ir  own m o rta lity . M any o f m y in fo rm a n ts , in  a
"  Th is d iscuss ion  is  based upon  a m odel a rticu la te d  by  R ita  M ille r (1978) in  The Social 
Construction and  Reconstruction o f  Physiological Events, and uses he r te rm ino logy.
Regardless i f  she a c tu a lly  is  phys io log ica lly  p regnan t o r not.
"  C learly  the  a c tu a l t im in g  o f th is  id e n tity  co n s tru c tio n  process is  h ig h ly  variab le . In  
m y case 6, the  dog in  question  d ied from  cancer th a t a ttacked  h is  r ig h t rea r leg. The 
dog’s owners objected on re lig ious g rounds to  eu thanasia , and took  the  a n im a l hom e to 
die w hen he was ready - a long, slow, and p a in fu l process. The owners had  am ple tim e  
to  inv ite  in  a clergy m em ber, p la n  a service, and begin to  v isua lize  the  decedent’s PMI 
long before the  dog died. In  case 5, on the  o the r hand, the  teenage decedent d ied from  
in ju r ie s  susta ined a fte r a seventy foot fa ll w h ile  ro ck  c lim b in g  w ith  friends. In  th is  case, 
the  co n s tru c tio n  o f pos t-m ortem  id e n tity  began a fte r the  fact and  was m edia ted by 
m edica l professiona ls. The paren ts  were to ld  th a t th e ir  son had died; they  were to ld  
th a t they shou ld  adop t the  ro le  o f m o u rn e r and  begin to  co n s tru c t a PMI ra th e r th a n  
beg inn ing  on th e ir  own in itia tive .
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fu n e ra l setting, com m ented in  passing th a t they began to th in k  abou t es tab lish in g  or 
a lte ring  w ills , power o f atto rney, o r m ed ica l proxy. O f course th e ir  dea th  is  inev itab le  in  
an organic sense. However, m y in fo rm a n t’s awareness o f th a t e ven tua lity  represents 
e ithe r a  beg inn ing  o r slow  e labora tion  o f th e ir  own post-m ortem  iden tity .
There are tw o voices present in  bo th  PNI and  PMI cons truc tion ; The voice o f the 
decedent o r in fa n t, and the voice o f the  ch ie f m ourne rs  o r parents. In  the fo rm e r case, 
the  decedent exercises h is  agency p r im a r ily  a t the  beg inn ing, and  then  w ith  decreasing 
coherence and frequency tow ard  the  end o f the  PMI co n s tru c tio n  process, w h ile  the 
in fa n t expresses h is  voice tow ard  the end o f the  PNI co n s tru c tio n  process, w ith  
decreasing frequency and coherence tow ard  the  beg inn ing  o f the  process, as perceived 
respective ly by the  m ourne rs  and the  parents.
In  the  cases o f bo th  the p re -na ta l id e n tity  and  post-m ortem  id e n tity  the  f irs t 
e lem ent to so lid ify  is  the  socia l id e n tity  schema.®® In  bo th  cases key socia l m arke rs  are 
estab lished th ro u g h  com m on-sense fo lk  taxonom y. For example, the  ob ject to  be 
id en tified  is  obviously “h u m a n .”®’ I t  is  also a m em ber o f a social class, race, and 
gender. In  the  case o f a fe tu s ’ id e n tity , the  paren ts  m ay choose to  d isp lay  such  social 
characters as re lig ious a ffilia tio n , and e th n ic ity , and m ay be choosing between 
com peting socia l iden tities . Likew ise a new  decedent, or someone w ho is  p la n n in g  how  
they are to  rem em bered once they  have died m u s t have these same socia l iden titie s  
app lied  to  th e ir  corpse a fte r death. Key ex post facto evidence fo r the  p re co n s tru c tio n  o f 
the  social com ponent o f the  post-m ortem  id e n tity  f ir s t  is  the Am erican  c iv il system  o f 
bequests. A n  A m erican w ho is  p la n n in g  fo r th e ir  death  w e ll before the  fac t -  in  m any 
cases, decades beforehand -  is lik e ly  to bequest p o rtions  o f th e ir  estate to  key socia l 
ins titu tions, such as churches, schools, founda tions , o r s im ila r o rgan izations th a t 
i l lu s tra te  th e ir  social id e n tity  in  life . A m an  m ay say “ I am  an a lu m n u s  o f St. M a ry ’s
M y d iscuss ion  o f tie rs  o f id e n tity  is cons is ten t w ith  Cote and Levine’s (2002) 
Personality and  Social Structure Perspective o f iden tity .
®' O f course, objectively, a corpse is  no longer hum an , having been u n c u ltu re d  by  the 
death  r itu a l.
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College” by  bequesting  a ce rta in  figu re  fo r a scho la rsh ip  fund ; ano the r m ay say “1 am  a 
M ason” by  c o n tr ib u tin g  a figure , and  so fo rth . Bequests are made to  ch ild re n  o r friends 
to  likew ise rea ffirm  and com m unica te  the re levant socia l re la tionsh ip . Note th a t from  
the perspective o f the  paren ts  and  m ourne rs  respectively, the  fe tus  has v ir tu a lly  no 
in p u t in  socia l id e n tity  crea tion , and the no t-qu ite -ye t-decedent m ay p lan  h is  PM l 
w ith o u t reference to the  m ourne rs  i f  he so chooses.
M ille r 1978 notes th a t d u r in g  the second and th ird  trim es te rs  there  is  an 
in te n s ifica tio n  o f re la tions  between the  pa ren ts  and  the  fetus. I t  is  d u rin g  th is  period 
th a t the  re la tio n a l id e n tity  schemas are form ed. The re la tio n a l id e n tity , in  th is  case, is 
the  corpus o f appropria te  behaviors fo r a h u m a n  socia l actor to  in te rre la te  w ith  an 
iden tica l ob ject such  as a fe tus o r corpse. In  the  case o f a fe tus, the  re la tio n a l id e n tity  
begins w hen fe ta l m ovem ent becomes apparen t, u s u a lly  som etim e d u rin g  the  second 
trim este r. The appearance o f fe ta l m ovem ent a llow s the  m other to have a fram e o f 
re la tio n a l reference, a sense th a t she is  in te ra c tin g  w ith  someone. I t  is  d u r in g  th is  
period th a t there  is  serious conversation  abou t nam es, a space is  set aside fo r the  ch ild , 
and  appropria te  socia l m arke rs  are chosen and d isp layed to ind ica te  the  c h ild ’s social 
iden tities . The people w ho perfo rm  such im p o rta n t actions as c o n tr ib u tin g  nam es, 
he lp ing  prepare the  c h ild ’s space, o r o ffe ring  g ifts  estab lish  th e ir  own re la tio n a l 
iden titie s  to  the ch ild  abou t to  be bom . L ikew ise, w hen i t  becomes apparen t th a t a 
liv in g  social ac to r w il l  die in  the  near fu tu re , there  is  an in te n s ifica tio n  o f social 
in te ra c tio n  p r io r  to death. The soon-to-be-decedent, p a rtic u la r ly  i f  the  te rm in a l illness 
is  detected early  on, m ay be aided by g rie f counselors to  he lp  them  in te ra c t w ith  th e ir  
soon-to-be su rv ivo rs  and  to he lp  them  to  d ire c tly  add th e ir  ow n voices to  the 
co n s tru c tio n  o f th e ir  post-m ortem  id e n tity . A n  A m erican  Neo-Pagan in fo rm a n t to ld  me 
o f a fu n e ra l she had attended th a t the  soon-to-be decedent, w ho suffered from  cancer, 
hosted on he r ow n behalf. The soon-to-be-decedent stood and danced a round  the  fire
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b rie fly  a t he r own “ f u n e r a l , a  l it t le  over a week before she d ied, he ld  a t n ig h t on a 
beach in  C a lifo rn ia . In  he r dancing, she added h e r own voice to  he r su rv ivo rs ’ 
cons truc tions  o f h e r re la tio n a l id e n tity . A ny fin a l business concern ing  the  w ill,  m edica l 
func tiona ries , and  the  d ispos ition  o f the  rem ains is se ttled  by the  soon-to-be-decedent 
in  co n ju n c tio n  w ith  th e ir  soon-to-be ch ie f m ourners. Funera l p ro fessiona ls are no tified  
and  contracted. Serious d iscuss ion  begins abou t the  n u ts -a n d -b o lts  o f tra n s fe r o f 
m a jo r property . D u rin g  th is  period, the  soon-to-be-decedent m ay m ake a p o in t o f 
se ttling  any in te rpe rsona l issues th a t are im p o rta n t to  them . Jack, fo r example, gave 
h is  b lessing to  h is  d a ugh te r’s re la tio n sh ip  w ith  he r long-te rm  boyfriend  p r io r  to  h is  
death. P a rticu la rly  i f  the  soon-to-be-decedent is  qu ite  il l,  in te rm ed ia ries  are often 
necessary to  effect th is  in te n s ifica tio n , and these in te rm ed ia ries  are fre q u e n tly  the  next 
o f k in  w ho w ill take on the  ch ie f m o u rn e r role w hen the decedent dies. Th is 
in te n s ifica tio n  o f in te ra c tio n  has the  effect o f es tab lish ing  the sta tuses and a u th o r ity  o f 
ch ie f m ourners , and  in  some cases, helpers, fo r the  upcom ing  fu n e ra l cycle. In  some 
cases, the  soon-to-be-decedent w il l  ask a p a rtic u la r person to  manage the  fu n e ra l 
a ffa irs , and  as such choose a ch ie f m o u rn e r w ho otherw ise w o u ld  n o t have been 
considered a ch ie f mourner.^®
D u rin g  th is  period  o f in te n s ifica tio n , the  m o the r applies m ean ing  to  h e r experiences 
o f the  fe tus. She m ay in te rp re t the  fe tus as lik in g  o r n o t l ik in g  ce rta in  th ings , o r app ly  
modes o f re la tion  such as “p la y fu l,” “happy,” o r “ sleepy” to the fe tus. F rom  her 
perspective, the  fe tus is active ly re la tin g  to he r by com m un ica ting  elem ents o f he r 
re la tiona l id e n tity . L ikew ise d u r in g  th is  tim e  the soon-to-be decedent com m unica tes 
im p o rta n t elem ents abou t how  people shou ld  app ly  meaning to h is actions  a fte r he dies.
Th is is  n o t a fu n e ra l r i tu a l in  the  sense th a t 1 have used the w ord  in  th is  chapter, 
a lthoug h  the p a rtic ip a n ts  te rm ed i t  a  fune ra l. There was a m em oria l service a fte r th is  
p a r tic u la r  decedent died th a t fille d  the  ro le  o f “ fu n e ra l” in  m y sense o f the  w ord.
In  a recent c iv il fu n e ra l 1 attended, fo r example, the  decedent specified in  h is  w ill 
th ro u g h  a system  o f bequests w h ich  o f h is  tw o daugh ters  shou ld  be the  ch ie f m ourne r. 
L ikew ise, Leona Helm sley, by bequesting  a la rger sum  o f m oney to  h e r dog th a n  to 
those people w ho w ou ld  be h e r ch ie f m ourners, set the  stage fo r h e r dog to  be he r ch ie f 
m ou rne r, w ith  the  u n in te n d e d  consequence o f crea ting  a great deal o f a m b ig u ity  and 
m uch  fodder fo r la te -n ig h t com edians.
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Like the  paren ts , i t  is  the  ch ie f m ourne rs  w ho m u s t in te rp re t the  seem ingly 
co n tra d ic to ry  s ignals and messages offered by a dy ing  person, and in te rp re t those th a t 
are m ean ing fu l from  those th a t are not.
W hen a ch ild  is  bo rn , the  p re -na ta l id e n tity  is  th e n  trans fe rred  over to  the  ch ild . 
E ven tua lly  the  c h ild  w ill to  a greater ex ten t m a n ipu la te  h is  own id e n tity  th a n  th a t 
id e n tity  w il l  be m an ipu la te d  those a round  them . The post-m ortem  id e n tity , a fte r the 
death r itu a l,  removes the decedent from  the  w o rld  o f the  liv ing , is e n tire ly  in  the  hands 
o f the  m ou rne rs  -  i t  is they w ho w ill perpe tua te  the  id e n tity  o f the  decedent o r forget it; 
i t  is  they w ho w ill a lte r i t  fo r p o lit ica l reasons; they  w ho w ill g lo rify  o r v ilify  the 
decedent. Each in d iv id u a l m o u rn e r im poses th e ir  own u n d e rs tan d ing  o f the  pos t­
m ortem  id e n tity  upon  the e m p irica lly  ina n im a te  corpse, based upon  each in d iv id u a l 
a c to r’s u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f the  decedent’s p rio r, liv ing , re la tiona l and socia l iden titie s  
jux tapose d  aga inst a new  landscape o f socia l dea th  in fo rm ed  by theology and fo lk  
ideology -  In  short, the  post-m ortem  id e n tity , fo llow ing  the  death o f the  decedent, 
consists  o f w h a t the  m o u rne r th in k s  the  decedent p robab ly  w ou ld  have chosen given a 
ce rta in  s itu a tio n  and  theolog ica l o rien ta tion .
In  J a c k ’s case, h is  A m erican c iv il su rv ivors , in  p a rticu la r, h is  evangelical C h ris tia n  
m o th e r-in -la w  and C a tho lic  m o the r in te rp re ted  “w h a t he w ou ld  have done” w ith in  a 
generalized C h ris tia n  and  A m erican  c iv il fram ew ork, where the fu n e ra l co n s titu te d  a 
departu re . These decis ions were na tu ra lized  as given pa rts  o f the  socia l landscape by 
the  Am erican  c iv il actors. The A m erican Neo-Pagans in  J a c k ’s life  in te rp re ted  “w h a t he 
w ou ld  have done” th ro u g h  a Neo-Pagan lens. T he ir responses to  J a c k ’s death were 
pred ica ted on the assum ption  th a t Ja ck  re ta ined  agency a fter death  and  w ou ld  
con tinue  to  in te ra c t w ith  them . L ike  the  g row ing id e n tity  o f a ch ild , a fte r death the 
post-m ortem  id e n tity  is  tied  to the present, and responds to present concerns, w ith  the 
op in ions  o f those p resen tly  able to  m a n ipu la te  the  sym bol o f ch ie f m o u rn e r -  the  post 
m ortem  id e n tity  ceases to  have m uch  d irec t relevance to the a c tu a l actions o f the
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decedent, ju s t  as a 30 -year-o ld ’s actions m ake few references to  the  p re -n a ta l id e n tity  
estab lished fo r h im  by h is  pa ren ts  th ree  decades p rio r.
Post-Mortem Agency
Recall th a t, fo llow ing  death, the  m ourne rs  impose upon the corpse a post-m ortem  
id e n tity  th a t they  have construc ted  in  tw o pa rts , one based u p o n  the  socia l roles the  
decedent occupied in  life , and the o the r based u p o n  how  they in teracted  w ith  the 
decedent in  life. W hen placed aga inst the  landscape o f theology, these tw o elem ents 
determ ine the general social iden tities  the  decedent occupies in  death, and  the  specific 
ways in  w h ich  m ourne rs  m ay re late to the decedent. A m erican c iv il and  Am erican  Neo- 
Pagan m ourners , d u r in g  the  fu n e ra l cycle, share s im ila r in te rp re ta tio n s  o f the  
decedent’s socia lly  id e n tica l roles except re lig ious a ffilia tio n . Relig ious a ffilia tio n  
in fo rm s the  theolog ica l landscape aga inst w h ich  people m ake re la tiona l decisions.
Thus, Am erican  Neo-Pagans re late  to  th e ir  dead in  ra d ica lly  d iffe re n t ways th a n  m ost 
Am ericans.
The A m erican  c iv il re lig ion , in  keeping w ith  its  P ro testan t h is to ry , proceeds from  a
theolog ica l assum ption  th a t va lues actors accord ing to  th e ir  w o rk  po ten tia l. Robert
F u lto n  (1976) sum s u p  the prob lem  succ inctly :
In d u s tr ia l societies va lue people in  te rm s o f th e ir  present fu n c tio n s  and th e ir  
fu tu re  prospects; the  aged n o t on ly  have become disengaged from  s ign ifican t 
fam ily , econom ic, and  co m m u n ity  respons ib ilitie s  in  the present, b u t th e ir  
fu tu re  s ta tus  (po lite ly  never referred to  in  o u r hum ane  cu ltu re ) is  am ong the 
com pany o f the  powerless, anonym ous, and  v ir tu a lly  ignored dead. In  societies 
where the dead con tinue  to p lay an in f lu e n tia l ro le  in  the co m m u n ity  o f the  
liv ing , there  is  n o t period  o f the  life  span th a t m a rks  the end o f a pe rson ’s 
connection  to  society, and  the aged before dea th  begin to receive some o f the  
awe and a u th o r ity  th a t is  conferred on the  s p ir it  w orld . [F u lton  1976:49]
F u lto n  1976 goes on to p o in t o u t th a t there  are five types o f im m o rta lity : (1)
im m o rta lity  though  ch ild ren ; (2) theolog ica l im m o rta lity ; (3) im m o rta lity  th ro u g h
creative w orks; (4) im m o rta lity  though  im m ers ion  in  na tu re ; and  (5) im m o rta lity  though
ecstatic rap tu re . H is to rica lly  the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion  has em phasized the f irs t  th ree
positions, in  p a r tic u la r the  th ird . F u lto n  1976 po in ts  out, however, th a t the  Am erican
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c iv il re lig ion  is p resen tly  fac ing a c ris is  o f im m o rta lity : D isso lv ing  fam ilies  have 
deem phasized the im portance  o f ch ild re n  and inhe ritance , and increas ing  
secu la riza tion  has made m any Am ericans aware o f the  sym bolic n a tu re  o f theolog ica l 
im m o rta lity . The theology o f c rea tiv ity , o f leaving some legacy to society has s low ly 
increased in  prom inence over the  la s t th ir ty  years.
Am erican  Neo-Pagans re la te  to  th e ir  dead in  a theolog ica l landscape in fo rm ed  by  a 
theology o f im m anence. The dead become one w ith  the na tu ra l tvorlcP^, ra th e r th a n  
being removed from  it. The p ra c tit io n e r m ay re la te  w ith  the decedent in  any place o f 
na tu re . The p ra c tit io n e r m ay re la te by c o n tr ib u tin g  energy  to  the  decedent, w ith  an 
appropria te  m o ra l character, as w e ll as th ro u g h  r itu a l m agic and  d iv in a tio n . The 
d irec tion  o f energy can take m any form s. In  the  s p ir it  o f heterarchy, the  Neo-Pagan 
dead are pa rtne rs  and m ay be pe titioned  fo r a id  by p rac titione rs  w hen a need arises. 
These p e titions  take on a cha racte r o f generalized rec ip roc ity , m uch  like  those reported  
in  a tra d it io n a l society. The dead in  tra d it io n a l societies, however, are o ften  pow erfu l 
and capric ious. I have never heard  o f a Neo-Pagan em ploying m agic to  ho ld  o ff the  
vengefu l ghost o f an  im m edia te  ancestor. In  the  s p ir it  o f harm lessness, the  assum p tion  
is  th a t no dead person w ou ld  have a reason to  h a rm  an im m edia te  descendent un less 
th a t descendent d ire c tly  and in te n tio n a lly  gave the  ancestor a p a rtic u la r ly  good reason.
Taken from  the  Neo-Pagan perspective, then , a  Neo-Pagan decedent is  able to  add 
h is  own voice to h is  post-m ortem  id e n tity  by  generating  pa rano rm a l experiences th a t 
w il l  be m ean ing fu l to  h is  descendents. Neo-Pagans, as a w hole, are ne ith e r fools n o r 
p a rtic u la r ly  naïve. M ost do n o t take a n y th in g  th a t cou ld  possib ly  be pa rano rm a l to  be 
pa rano rm a l, and likew ise, o f the  subset o f events th a t several people agree are o f a 
pa rano rm a l character, on ly  a very sm a ll few m ay be considered to  co n s titu te  d irec t 
com m un ica tion  or in te rve n tio n  by  a p a r t ic u la r  Neo-Pagan decedent.
For an Am erican  Neo-Pagan, then , ce rta in  socia l actors, p a rtic u la r ly  n uc lea r fa m ily  
m em bers and close fa m ily  friends, in c lude  the  subjective experience o f direct post-
I have ita lic ized  theolog ica l e lem ents la id  o u t in  chap te r three fo r c la rity .
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mortem in teraction  w ith  the deceased w ith in  the post-m ortem  id e n tity  co n s tru c tio n  
process. Invoca tion  o f post-m ortem  con tac t w ith  the  decedent m ay occur a t any tim e  
a fter death, b u t i t  is  like ly  to  be taken  m ost serious ly  d u rin g  the  several m on ths  
im m ed ia te ly  fo llow ing  death. A ny po ten tia l c la im  fo r con tact is  sc ru tin ized  by  the  ch ie f 
m ourne rs  fo r consistency w ith  the post-m ortem  id e n tity  th a t they have a lready created 
fo r the  decedent. E lem ents th a t are seen as p a rtic u la r ly  im p o rta n t in  s c ru tin y  inc lude ; 
(1) A d is ta n t social re la tion  ga in ing  in fo rm a tio n  abou t the  decedent’s life  th ro u g h  
independent, pa rano rm a l m eans th a t is know n  on ly  to  the ch ie f m ourners ; (2) a s tr ik in g  
coincidence cons is ten t w ith  the  in te res ts  o f the  decedent; (3) pa rano rm a l behavio r 
associated w ith  an ob ject owned by the  decedent th a t is  cons is ten t w ith  how  the 
decedent m ig h t have u tilize d  th a t object; o r (4) A  d ire c t pa rano rm a l experience between 
the  decedent and  a ch ie f m ourner.
Once con firm ed  by  the  ch ie f m ourners , a Neo-Pagan’s d irec t in te rac tions  w ith  the 
decedent become a p o in t o f a u th o r ity  by w h ich  th a t m o u rn e r m ay add th e ir  voice to  the 
PM l co n s tru c tio n  process p re fe ren tia lly  over the  voices o f o thers w ho la ck  d irec t access 
to  the decedent. The m o u rn e r w ho had a con firm ed  post-m ortem  experience o f the 
decedent gains some o f the  a u th o r ity  o f a ch ie f m ou rne r, and is  able to  speak on b eha lf 
o f the decedent. The s to ry  o f a Neo-Pagan’s in te ra c tio n  w ith  a m o u rn e r is  in  tu rn  to ld  
and  re to ld  am ong m em bers o f the  co m m u n ity  and  become an in teg ra l p a rt o f the  
collective post-m ortem  re la tio n a l id e n tity  o f the  decedent. Note th a t post-m ortem  
in te ra c tio n  m akes no change to  the  decedent’s socia l id e n tity , because th is  is  the  fram e 
o f reference aga inst w h ich  the re la tio n a l e lem ents in  post-m ortem  com m un ica tion  are, 
in  pa rt, ju dged  fo r accuracy.
C erta in ly  the  ou ts ide r, in  keeping w ith  the socia l sciences o rthodoxy o f in s t itu t io n a l 
a the ism , w o u ld  agree th a t th is  process o f post m ortem  id e n tity  co n s tru c tio n  is  an 
im pos ition , a re c u ltu r in g  o f an u n cu ltu re d , no longer fu lly  hu m a n  “ i t . ” ®^ Th is
Th is in s t itu t io n a l a the ism  is p robab ly  a consequence o f ou r d u a lis tic  v is ion  o f the  sou l 
as im prisoned  w ith in  the  flesh, d a ting  back to  the  tim e  o f Plato (cf. B loch  and P ariy , 
1982 fo r d iscussion).
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assum ption  is fund a m e n ta lly  founded in  an A m erican c iv il u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f death. In  
the  con text o f the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion , the  m etaphys ic ian  is “a m an  w ho goes in to  a 
d a rk  ce lla r a t m id n ig h t, w ith o u t a lig h t, search ing fo r a b lack  ca t th a t is n ’t  
there” (Schweder 1991:34). The A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  specifies th a t a fte r the fune ra l, 
an y  given decedent’s post-m ortem  id e n tity  is fixe d , un less  new  evidence th a t was created 
d u rin g  the  decedent’s life tim e  is  uncovered. F rom  the Neo-Pagan perspective, p o s t­
mortem evidence is equa lly  adm issib le  in  a lte ring  the decedent’s re la tiona l iden tity , 
a lthoug h  post-m ortem  social id e n tity  changes are vetted aga inst the  c r ite r ia  specified by 
the  c iv il re lig ion. Thus, the  Neo-Pagan decedent’s re la tiona l id e n tity  is  m u ch  less fixed 
th a n  th a t o f the  A m erican c iv il decedent, because the Neo-Pagan decedent con tinues to 
re la te  long a fte r death from  the  perspective o f those who create and  propagate the 
iden tity .
P lura l Identities, P lu ra l A fte rlives
The key consequence o f a ll th is  im p o s itio n  o f post-m ortem  id e n titie s  is  th a t the 
fu n e ra l r i tu a l in  a m odem , p lu ra l society is  ob ligated to incorpora te  the  decedent in to  
several separate afterlives th a t m ay be in  com pe tition  w ith  one anothe r. In  the  present 
example, we have separate a fte rlives specified by the  Am erican c iv il re lig ion  and by 
A m erican Neo-Paganism. I ’ve inc luded  a d iagram  o f th is  process in  F igure 3, below.
M ay fe lt th a t these two a fterlives were m u tu a lly  exclusive to the degree th a t she hosted 
tw o separate fu n e ra ls  fo r he r husband . The c iv il fu n e ra l on the  f ir s t  day inco rpo ra ted  
Ja ck  in to  a c iv il a fte rlife  rem oved from  the w o rld  o f m en, w ith o u t any  fo rm  o f agency. 
Ja ck  J r . fe lt th a t h is  fa the r “d ied” -  i.e. suffered persona l death -  the  evening before he 
b io log ica lly  died, because he never regained consciousness the  fo llow ing  day. For Jack  
J r ., personal death  was “dea th .” A fte r J a c k ’s pe rsona lity  died, fo r Ja ck  J r .,  h is  
fa the r had  ceased to  bear the  socia l id e n tity  o f “ liv in g  person.” The Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l 
on the second day inco rpora ted  Ja ck  in to  a re lig ious a fte rlife  where Ja ck  re ta ined
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Rite o f Inco rpo ra tio n  
R ite o f Separation C ii/il Funera l R itua l 
Death R itua l
L im in a lity
I
O ld Social State 
A live
Rite o f Inco rpo ra tio n  
Neo-Pagan Funera l R itua l
New Social State 
Dead
New Social State 
Agentic A ncestor
F igure 3. Model fo r D eath  in  P lu ra l Societies
agency. In  chap te r seven, we tu rn  o u r a tte n tio n  to an  e thnograph ic  exam ple o f th is  
process.
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CHAPTER 7
DYING IN AN AM ERICAN NEO-PAGAN 
COMMUNITY
The difference between liv in g  and dead fo r nea rly  a ll Am ericans can be construed  as 
the  p o in t w here “1” becomes “ i t , ” where “c u ltu re ” becomes “n a tu re .” The A m erican  c iv il 
re lig ion  specifies th a t the  decedent is  removed from  the  w o rld  o f the  liv ing , iso la ted, and 
w ith o u t any a b ility  to  in te ra c t w ith  the liv ing . Am erican  Neo-Pagans, in  keeping w ith  
the  theology o f im m anence, feel th a t th e ir  ancestors are present in  the  w o rld  and  bo th  
w illin g  and able to in te ra c t w ith  the  liv ing . Th is  in  sho rt is the  fu n d a m e n ta l d ifference 
between the A m erican  c iv il decedent, and the  Neo-Pagan agentic ancesto r.' F irs t and 
forem ost, th is  chap te r w il l  docum ent th is  difference.
Am erican Neo-Pagans live s im u ltaneou s ly  in  bo th  a secular, A m erican  w o rld  and  a 
sacred, Neo-Pagan w orld . T h rougho u t the  fo llow ing  accoun t yo u  w il l  hear tw o voices: 
those o f the  A m erican  Neo-Pagans from  J a c k ’s chu rch , and those o f h is  secu lar 
A m erican fam ily , friends, and  the m edica l professiona ls w ho cared fo r h im  d u r in g  the  
la s t m on ths  o f h is  life  and  a fte r h is  death. J a c k ’s steps th ro u g h  the  fu n e ra l cycle w ou ld  
be given m ean ing  independen tly  by each these con tex tua l fram es. Som etim es the 
r itu a lize d  app lica tio n  o f m ean ing  was perform ed in  a segregated c iv il o r Neo-Pagan 
event; a t o the r tim es d iffe ren t people app lied  d iffe ren t m eanings to  the  same 
m u ltivoca lic  events. T h ro u g h o u t the  process, however, these m ean ing  seeking 
processes w o u ld  s tand  in  s ta rk  con tras t and  tens ion  w ith  one anothe r. Th is  chap te r 
w ill serve to  il lu s tra te  the s tru c tu ra l elem ents 1 la id  o u t in  chap te r six, as the
See chap te r s ix  fo r a deta iled d iscuss ion  o f th is  term .
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p a rtic ip a n ts  in  these tw o con tex tua l fram es create separate post-m ortem  id e n titie s  fo r 
Jack.
The D eath R itua l: A  Rite o f  Separation
On the  a fte rnoon o f M arch  17* 2004, Ja ck  was rushed  to  the h o sp ita l in  rena l 
fa ilu re . M yelom a com prom ises the k idneys w hen cancerous w h ite  cells b lo ck  the  
m ic ro tu b u le s  th a t Eire used to  f ilte r  u r in e  from  the  bloodstreeim. I t  is  u n c le a r w he the r 
rena l fe iilure was medicEilly inev itab le  a t th is  p o in t, o r i f  i t  was accelerated th ro u g h  
m a ln o u rish m e n t and dehydra tion . In  the  hosp ita l. Ja ck  was rehydra ted  w ith  
in travenou s  flu id s , and he seemed to ra lly , b u t s im ple  re hyd ra tion  cou ld  n o t resolve the 
inadequate blood flow  to  h is  k idneys, and  overn igh t h is  blood became toxic.
F irs t th in g  in  the m orn ing , hav ing  spent the  n ig h t a t the hosp ita l. M ay set in to  
m o tion  tw o independent n o tifica tio n  system s, one w ith in  the secu la r w o rld , and  one 
re lig ious. S udnow  1967 po in ts  o u t th a t there  is a  set order th a t Americsms n o tify  th e ir  
fam ilies  o f an im pend ing  death: N uclear fa m ily  m em bers are contacted firs t, fo llowed 
by  pa ren ts  emd a d u lt s ib lings and  ch ild re n  o f the  deceased Eind spouse, close fa m ily  
friends fo u rth , then  fo llowed by extended fa m ily  m em bers, co-w orkers Eind m ore d is ta n t 
re la tions. The decedent’s spouse, o r pa ren t i f  there  is  no spouse, is  a lm ost always 
no tified  f irs t  and  in  person, pre fe rab ly  by the  a ttend in g  phys ic ian . I t  is now  considered 
appropria te  to n o tify  o thers by te lephone, a lthoug h  th is  practice  was on ly  ju s t  
beg inn ing  w hen S udnow  d id  h is  w o rk  in  the m id  1960s. Likewise, d is ta n t re la tions  and 
co-w orkers are now  often no tified  by  e lectron ic m ail.
M ay chose he r best friend , Anne, as he r p rin c ip le  helper. A lthough  Anne is  a  Neo- 
Pagan, she is  n o t a  m em ber o f the  coven, and  has been a close fr ie n d  o f b o th  Ja c k  and 
M ay since w e ll before they  jo in e d  M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle. Anne had  supported  M ay 
th ro u g h o u t J a c k ’s hosp ita liza tion ; M ay contacted her f irs t  and asked h e r to  ca ll the  
fam ily . M ay in  tu rn  cEilled the  fa m ily  in  the o rder specified by  the Americem c iv il 
re lig ion . Second, M ay ca lled Alyssa, a  kore  m em ber o f the  coven. A lyssa headed over to
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h osp ita l a fte r n o tify in g  the  m em ber w ith  the  service ro le  o f “coven c rie r” and  ask ing  her
to  activate the coven’s te lephone tree. An em ail was posted on the  coven’s em ail lis t,
b u t an e ffo rt was m ade to te lephone each m em ber personally. M any m em bers were
contacted tw ice, f irs t  by  the  crie r, and  second by  Alyssa. O n ly  a h a n d fu l o f m em bers
found  o u t f irs t  v ia  em ail. Am erican  Neo-Pagans use te rm s o f fic tive  k in s h ip  to  re fer to
th e ir  b re th ren . The order and  m eans o f n o tif ica tio n  o f the  coven suggest th a t the
m em bers o f the  coven t ru ly  were Ja ck  and  M ay’s b ro the rs  and  sisters -  bo th  b io log ica l
and coven b ro the rs  and  sisters were no tified  by  the  same m eans and a t approx im ate ly
the  same tim e. Th is, o f course, can be accom plished because the ch u rch  is  so sm all,
and  w ou ld  n o t be possible were Ja ck  and M ay s t i l l  m em bers o f the  Ep iscopa l C hurch .
Ja ck  was located in  the in tens ive  care u n it  and “hooked u p ” as M ay p u t it, “ to  a ll
these c r a ^  m ach ines.” B y the m o rn in g  o f M arch  18*, Ja ck  was la rge ly paralyzed. He
was in  the  h osp ita l bed on a ven tila to r, h is  eyes ha lf-open because vo lu n ta ry  m uscle
con tro l o f h is  eyelids had  fa iled. The ch ild re n  a rrived  as q u ick ly  as they  were able.
Ja ck  J r . repo rts  th a t he drove to  the  h o sp ita l a t over a  h und red  m iles an h o u r and  ra n
every red lig h t. Coven m em bers tr ic k le d  in , and  soon Ja ck  and M ay ’s n a ta l fa m ily
m em bers began to arrive , in c lu d in g  J a c k ’s e lderly  m other. By ten  th ir ty ,  there  were
easily th ir ty  people jam m ed  in to  th a t l it t le  room . M ay describes the  scene:
Well, he knew  we were there. A nd  1 kn o w  he knew  because he was hooked u p  to 
a ll these c r a ^  m achines. A nd  every now  and then , one o f these m achines 
w ou ld  em it th is  strange sound. I t  w o u ld  like  beep o r som ething. And 1 c o u ld n ’t  
figure  o u t w h y  the  heck th is  s tu p id  th in g  was beeping because i t  d id n ’t  seem to 
have a regu la r pa tte rn  to  i t . .. F ina lly , a fte r a  w h ile  a nu rse  came in  to  check on 
h im , and I asked her w h a t the  m ach ine  was and w h a t i t ’s doing, and  she said 
“th a t m o n ito rs  h is  pu lse  ra te .” A nd  1 said, “how  come th a t ’s m a k in g  these 
random  beepings?” And she said, “oh, he ’s reac ting  to  w h a t’s happen ing  a round  
h im .” A nd  1 said, “y o u ’re k idd ing . I f  1 say som eth ing to h im , th a t ’s w h a t m akes 
the beep?” A nd  she says, “yeah. He can un d e rs ta n d  w h a t y o u ’re saying and h is  
body is reg is te ring  h is  awareness. ... We were a ll a round  the  bed, and then  
people ju s t  s ta rted  p o u rin g  in , and  p o u rin g  in . ... Every tim e  1 tu rn e d  a round , 
somebody else was there. I t  was ju s t  am azing. A nd  every person w ho came in , 
came over and  he ld  [Jack ’s] hand , and  said, “I t ’s me Jack, N a ta lie ’s here .” “ I t ’s 
me Jack, A nne ’s here” “ I t ’s me. Ja ck .” You know , everybody w o u ld  come over 
and say th e ir  nam e and le t h im  kn o w  th a t they were there  fo r h im . A nd  he 
w ou ld  beep.
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This c o n tin u ity  o f awareness is the  com m on fea tu re  o f Neo-Pagan responses to 
Ja c k ’s death. The po in ts  th a t s tand  o u t are the po in ts  th a t the  Neo-Pagan su rv ivo rs  
perceived th a t Ja ck  was co m m un ica ting  to  them  th a t he rem ained a social agent; th a t 
he rem ained alive. They were n o t a ttend in g  to  w itness a death, they were a ttend in g  to 
w itness a departure. N ata lie  said “1 had a sense o f h im  expand ing -  be ing more th a n  
confined to  h is  body.” The Am erican  c iv il id e n tity  schem a has the  in d iv id u a l agent die 
w hen death  is pronounced; w ith in  the A m erican Neo-Pagan schema, the  ego re ta ins  its  
agency, a lthoug h  the  fo rm  th a t agency m ay take m u s t be a ltered due to  the  fact o f 
b io log ica l death.
Jack, the  e ldest son, is  the  least Neo-Pagan o f J a c k ’s ch ild ren . He reca lls  th a t he
fe lt h is  fa the r died d u r in g  the  n igh t, because Ja ck  never regained consciousness in  the
m orn ing . For Jack , h is  dad was a lready gone -  the  organ ism  lay ing  in  fro n t o f h im  had
ceased to  be “I”  and was now  “ i t , ” even though  card iac a rres t had  n o t ye t occurred.
Ja c k  said, “to  me, w hen y o u ’re gone, y o u ’re gone.” Ja ck  po in ts  o u t th a t ca rd iac a rres t
w ou ld  have occurred  d u r in g  the  n ig h t had  Ja ck  n o t been connected to  extensive life
support. The decision to  d iscon tinu e  life  su p p o rt cons titu ted  re leasing J a c k ’s body
from  a ha lf-a live  ha lf-dead state from  w h ich  Ja ck  fe lt there  cou ld  be no  recovery.
A round  eleven o ’clock, the  a ttend in g  phys ic ian , accom panied by a nu rse , called M ay
and he r k id s  o u t in to  the  ha llw ay, and  sa id  “Ja c k  is  gravely i l l . ” M ay in te rp re ted
“gravely” as “ se rious ly .” The docto r repeated h im se lf. “Ja ck  is  grave ly  i l l.  A t th is  p o in t
we shou ld  consider d is co n tin u in g  life  su p p o rt.” M ay said she asked h im  i f  there  was
any hope. The nu rse  replied:
She looked a t me s tra ig h t in  the  eye, and she says, “W ell, I go tta  te ll you, i f  i t  
were m y fa ther. I ’d  remove h im  a t th is  p o in t.” She said, “ i t ’s u p  to  you , w e ll 
leave h im  in  i f  you  w a n t to, and  w e ll keep on going, b u t i f  he were m y fa the r. I ’d 
remove [h im ].”
S udnow  1967 ta lks  a t leng th  abou t the  o ffic ia l p ronouncem ent o f death. In  J a c k ’s 
case, the  p ronouncem ent o f death  took  a back seat to  M ay ’s decis ion to  remove life  
support. The ac tua l p ronouncem ent o f death invo lved no ha llw ay  m eetings, no special
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fanfare. The decis ion to  remove life  suppo rt was p a rtic u la r ly  h a rd  on M ay because she 
had to  active ly  choose to  le t J a c k ’s body die. The A m erican c iv il re lig ion  schem a, w h ich  
in troduced  a fear th a t J a c k ’s ego w o u ld  be irrevocab ly  removed from  the  w o rld  o f the  
liv ing , was placed in to  d irec t co n flic t w ith  the A m erican  Neo-Pagan schem a w h ich  said 
Ja ck  w o u ld  con tinue  to experience and in te ra c t w ith  the  w o rld  o f the  liv ing .
She to ld  the  docto r to  remove life  support. “He hates a ll those tubes anyw ay.” A fte r 
the  m edica l appa ra ti had  been removed. M ay re tu rn e d  to  Ja c k ’s side, and  took  h is  
hand:
1 f in a lly  accepted th a t he w asn ’t  com ing home. 1 le t h im  go. 1 to ld  h im  he d id n ’t 
have to fig h t any more, and 1 was ok, we w o u ld  be a ll r igh t. And he co u ld n ’t  
ta lk , and  he co u ld n ’t  move, ... he had  no m u scu la r con tro l a t a ll. B u t 1 kn o w  he 
heard me because I saw a tear come down. A nd  1 to ld  h im  to  go dance w ith  the 
Lady and  go shake hands w ith  the  Lord and  i t  was ok  fo r h im  to  go.
Once again, fo r May, the  key fea ture  was J a c k ’s re ten tion  o f agency, even to  the end.
M ay was n o t the  on ly  one w ho experienced co n flic t between the  v iew  o f death
a rticu la te d  in  the A m erican c iv il re lig ion  and the  A m erican Neo-Pagan schem a th a t
m orn ing . As J a c k ’s fam ily , friends, and  Neo-Pagan co m m u n ity  stood in  v ig il by h is
bedside, the  Neo-Pagans co n tr ib u te d  energy to h is  passage. N orm ally , energy is
d irected by p o in tin g  w ith  one o r bo th  hands extended, w ith  fingers e ithe r spread apart,
pa lm s ou tw ard ; by extend ing bo th  hands before the  p ra c titio n e r, pa lm s ou tw ard , w ith
th u m b s  and index  fingers to u ch in g  each o the r so as to  fo rm  a triang le ; by  u s in g  an
index  finger, a tham é, o r o the r r itu a l tool; o r by m a k in g  phys ica l con tac t w ith  the  person
to  be given energy. M ay rem em bers seeing people w ith  th e ir  fingers d iscre te ly  extended
in  th e ir  laps, or fo rm in g  a triang le . She said, “ the  place was sw ir lin g  w ith  energy.” The
purpose o f co m m ittin g  a ll th is  energy was to  fa c ilita te  J a c k ’s tra n s itio n ; to give him  the
energy he needed to  leave h is  body beh ind .
As Ja c k  approached ca rd iopu lm o na ry  a rrest. J a c k ’s m o ther asked M ay i f  she cou ld
say the L o rd ’s Prayer. M ay agreed:
O u r Father, w ho a rt in  Heaven, ha llow ed be th y  name.
Thy K ingdom  come. Thy w il l  be done, on ea rth  as i t  is  in  Heaven.
Give us  th is  day o u r da ily  Bread, and  forgive u s  o u r trespasses,
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as we forgive those w ho trespass aga inst us.
Lead us  n o t in to  tem p ta tion , b u t de liver us  from  evil.
For th in e  is  the  k ingdom  and the  pow er and the g lory 
Forever and  ever.
Amen.
J a c k ’s m om  was p ray ing  to her God fo r Ja c k ’s reception and  sa lva tion  in  Heaven, w h ile  
the  A m erican Neo-Pagans a round  he r were o ffe ring  energy to  Jack  fo r his jo u rn e y  to  the 
sum m erland . Th is  is  a d ifference in  k in d , n o t qua lity . I t  re flects a key d ifference 
between the  A m erican c iv il and Am erican  Neo-Pagan un d e rs ta n d in g  o f the  so u l’s 
repose: The A m erican c iv il un d e rs ta n d in g  is  th a t the  sou l’s f in a l res ting  place is 
sequestered away from  the  liv in g  a t the  r ig h t hand  o f God, w ith o u t d irec t agency. The 
A m erican  Neo-Pagan unde rs tan ds  the  sou l to  ex is t in  a place id e n tica l to  the  choice o f 
the  ego and re ta in in g  agency. F rom  the  A m erican Neo-Pagan perspective. Ja ck  needed 
th a t energy in  o rder th a t h is  sou l w ou ld  be able to fu lly  experience, choose, and 
p a rtic ipa te  in  its  jo u rn e y  to the sum m erland .
K ussina, w ho sat on J a c k ’s r ig h t as he lay  in  bed th a t m orn ing , reca lls  th a t she fe lt 
bad th a t there  was no pentacle v is ib le  in  the  room . She took o ff h e r Goddess necklace, 
w h ich  is su rm oun ted  by a pentacle, and clasped i t  between J a c k ’s r ig h t hand  and hers. 
She explains:
I a lways wore it. 1 never took  i t  off, because 1 needed some k in d  o f s trength . 1 
needed goddess to  be w ith  me a ll the  tim e. 1 th o u g h t he deserved a pentacle 
somewhere, and he h a d n ’t  to ld  m y grandpa ren ts  th a t he was Pagan, and he 
a lways w anted  to, b u t he h a d n ’t, and  there  was no pentacle in  the  room  w ith  
h im , so 1 took  o ff m y  necklace and le t h im  ho ld  it. 1 th o u g h t he shou ld  have 
th a t, you  know?
Some o f the  o the r Neo-Pagans present fe lt res tric ted  in  how  they cou ld  express th e ir
beliefs. O f the  fa m ily  present, i t  was u nc lea r w ho knew  o f Ja c k ’s Neo-Pagan beliefs;
m ost o f J a c k ’s coven b ro the rs  and  sisters knew  he was n o t o u t to  h is  m o the r-in -law .
Thus i t  w ou ld  have been h ig h ly  inapp rop ria te  to open ly organize a collective energy
ra is in g  effort, o r s ing  Neo-Pagan hym ns. One in fo rm a n t fe lt sad ab o u t th is . She said:
Th is is  a  v e iy  p a in fu l th in g  fo r me. [Jack ’s] fam ily , you  kn o w  the pa ren ts  and 
p a re n ts -in -la w  were there  and a t th a t tim e, they  w eren ’t  o u t to  them  as Pagan.
A nd rea lly  one o f the  m ost p a in fu l th in g s  fo r me was w hen ... someone s ta rted  
saying the  L o rd ’s Prayer, and they  said, “ le t ’s everybody p ray .” I t ’s a va lid
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prayer, you  know , and  i t  is  fine, b u t i t  h u r t  so bad th a t the  res t o f us  co u ld n ’t  
say the  prayers o u t loud  th a t we w o u ld  w a n t to have said fo r h im  o u t loud.
The a ttend in g  phys ic ian  noted J a c k ’s death from  rena l fa ilu re  a t 11:35 a.m . on M arch
18*, 2004  a t the  age o f 53.
“I  C ried a Lot. ”  -  The Period o f  L im in a lity
M ay has lit t le  m em ory o f the  fo u r day period  o f lim in a lity . Overcome by g rie f bo rn  
from  the  loss o f he r husban d  o f over th ir ty  years, she re lied to a great ex ten t on her 
helpers. R igh t a fte r she le ft J a c k ’s bedside fo r the  la s t tim e. M ay w en t w ith  h e r fr ie n d  
Anne and fille d  o u t releases and o the r paperw ork. She was asked i f  she w anted  an 
autopsy, and in it ia lly  she declined. Anne in te rvened and suggested th a t i f  she w anted  
to  take legal ac tion  aga inst the  re h a b ilita tio n  fa c ility , she w ou ld  need an autopsy. 
E ven tua lly  M ay decided in  favor o f the  autopsy. M ay also fille d  o u t papers in d ica tin g  
w ho the  fu n e ra l d irec to r w ou ld  be. J a c k ’s cous in  is a fu n e ra l d irecto r, so M ay made 
th is  choice easily.
M itfo rd  1963 m akes i t  c lear th a t the  fu n e ra l in d u s try  has m ade a p o in t o f
a r tic u la tin g  th e ir  ro le as g rie f counselors. She fin d s  th is  ha rd  to  believe, notes th a t
fu n e ra l d irec to rs  have no fo rm a l p sych ia tr ic  tra in in g  and lam poons the in d u s try  fo r
p ra c tic in g  quack psych ia trics . None the less. M ay believes in  the  im portance  o f the
view ing  as o ffe ring  c losure  to the m ourners. She says:
W ell, I a lways p lanned  to  have a v iew ing, and  1 knew  an a w fu l lo t o f people 
w ou ld  w a n t to  come and pay th e ir  respects. So, i t  was im p o rta n t to  me to  give 
them  th a t closure, and give them  th a t chance to  say goodbye. Because I kn o w  1 
w ou ld  have been very upse t i f  I h a d n ’t  had  th a t o p p o rtu n ity , i f  a close fr ie n d  o f 
m ine  passed away, I w o u ld  w a n t to  be there...
M itfo rd  (1963) c lea rly  underes tim a tes  bo th  the  im portance  cred ited the  v iew ing  by 
some Am ericans, and the ex ten t to  w h ich  the  Am erican  way o f death  has been 
in fluenced  by the  m a rke tin g  o f fu n e ra l p roduc ts  and  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  fu n e ra l activ ities . 
M ay also reca lls  pay ing  a n u m b e r o f b ills , p a rtic u la r ly  the  fu n e ra l b ill,  and f i l l in g  o u t 
insu rance  paperw ork  fo r J a c k ’s h osp ita l stay.
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One o f the  m a jo r tasks specifica lly  appo in ted to  M ay d u rin g  the period  o f l im in a lity  
was th a t o f p repa ring  appropria te  c lo th in g  fo r the  view ing. A t the  fu n e ra l d ire c to r ’s 
request, she ironed  Ja c k ’s best su it, and  selected appropria te  c iv il c lo th in g  fo r Ja c k  to 
be presented wearing.
As the fu n e ra l approached, b o th  M ay and  J a c k ’s extended fam ilies  descended on 
M ay’s hom e in  Groen. M ay’s s isters were inva luab le  in  keeping everyone fed and 
fin d in g  lodg ing  fo r a ll involved, leaving M ay w ith  lit t le  o f her ro u tin e  housekeeping to  do. 
However, as ch ie f m ou rne r. M ay fe lt obligated to  greet and spend tim e  w ith  the  people 
com ing to  v is it  from  near and  far. Thus occupied, the  tim e  passed qu ick ly .
M ay said th a t she m ade a p o in t o f fee ling th ro u g h o u t the process -  She tu rn e d  
down Prozac^ offered to  he r by one o f he r helpers. She w anted  to  be fu lly  present and 
experience the process, no m a tte r how  p a in fu l. She fe lt th a t th is  process was p a rt o f 
he r process o f hea ling  change, p a rt o f h e r jo u rn e y , and to  avoid i t  w ou ld  be do ing 
h e rse lf a disservice.
Taken a ll together w h a t s tands o u t abou t th is  period  o f l im in a lity  is its  b rev ity , its  
la ck  o f formed r itu a l o rgan iza tion , and the  am o u n t o f social ob liga tion  requ ired  o f the  
bereaved.
The Am erican C ivil Funera l: A  Rite o f  Incorporation
J a c k ’s fu n e ra l represents an in te res ting  case because he had  two fu ll-b lo w n  
funera ls , a day apart, one loosely fo llow ing  the  cannons o f the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion , 
and  one d irected a t the  m em bers o f h is  coven and A m erican Neo-Pagan com m un ity . 
These tw o ce lebra tions o f a single m a n ’s life  il lu s tra te  the  key d ifferences in  id e n tity  
co n s tru c tio n  I la id  o u t in  chap te r 2.
L ike  m any Neo-Pagans®, Ja ck  and M ay used the te rm  “ C h ris tia n ity ” to ind ica te  a set 
o f social and re la tio n a l id e n titie s  th a t m ing les some elem ents o f w h a t an outs ide
® I t  p robab ly  w o u ld n ’t  have done a n y th in g  anyway. Prozac takes several days to  show 
m uch  effect a t a ll.
® Pike (2001) notes th is  usage as well.
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observer m ig h t ca ll “evangelical denom ina tions” w ith  elem ents o f the  Am erican  c iv il 
re lig ion  and  the m a jo r denom ina tions. W hen faced w ith  the fu n e ra l process, M ay 
con tras ts  Neo-Paganism w ith  C h ris tia n ity , and  she feels th a t these tw o id e n tity  
schemas are so m u tu a lly  exclusive th a t p lac ing  the tw o in to  d irec t con tac t w ith  one 
ano the r w o u ld  generate co n flic t and  p reven t hea ling  change. In  p a rtic u la r . M ay feared 
he r m o th e r’s reaction  to  Neo-Paganism, and  to  a lesser extent he r fa th e r’s and  J a c k ’s 
m o th e r’s reaction. Not co inc iden ta lly , th is  reads like  a la u n d ry  l is t  o f non-Pagans w ho 
are also ch ie f m ourners, and  cou ld  have reasonab ly contested he r decis ions -  a ll o the r 
non-Pagan m ourne rs  d id  n o t have su ffic ie n t socia l s tand ing  to  challenge h e r decision 
m ak ing  processes.
W hen 1 f irs t  considered in  dep th  M ay’s decis ion to  host a separate A m erican  c iv il 
fu n e ra l and Neo-Pagan fune ra l, 1 th o u g h t i t  id iosyncra tic . B u t then  as 1 reviewed m y 
notes o f o the r funera ls , I no ted th a t in  a ll cases save one'’ the  Neo-Pagan m ourne rs  
iso la ted them selves from  non-Pagans fo r the  fu n e ra l r itu a l, a lthoug h  they  d id  n o t 
iso late them selves d u r in g  the  period o f l im in a lity  o r the  b u r ia l r itu a l. The m a in  fu n e ra l 
in  case 2 was hosted a t the  hom e o f a clergy m em ber to  an inv ited  co m m u n ity  o f s ix ty  
Neo-Pagan friends o f the  decedent. There was a sm all, separate m em oria l service he ld  
several weeks la te r fo r the  decedent’s non-Pagan friends. Case 3 was he ld  a t a sm all, 
perm anen t, Neo-Pagan r itu a l center in  the  desert an h o u r outs ide  o f Las Vegas. I t  was 
a ttended by abou t tw en ty  friends o f the  young  m other. There was no c iv il service. Case 
4 was hosted by  the  young  m a n ’s re lig ious co m m u n ity  and was on ly  a ttended by 
m em bers o f h is  chu rch . 1 assum e th a t h is  fa m ily  in  C a lifo rn ia  hosted a c iv il fu n e ra l
" The fu n e ra l in  case 5 was an in c re d ib ly  com plex, m u lti-vo ca lic  event in c lu d in g  a large 
Neo-Pagan co m m u n ity  and a large n u m b e r o f p a rtic ip a n ts  from  a m edieval reenactm ent 
organ ization  called the  Society fo r C reative A nach ron ism  (SCA). The SCA inc ludes  large 
num bers  o f Neo-Pagans, a su b s ta n tia l n u m b e r o f secu laris ts , and a sm a ll b u t  vocal 
m in o r ity  o f evangelical C h ris tians . Helpers to  the  ch ie f m ourners  a ttem pted  to  create a 
space where the Neo-Pagan decedent and  h is  co m m u n ity  cou ld  m o u rn  togethe r w ith  the 
conservative elem ents o f the  organ iza tion . To a great extent th is  was successfu l, b u t 
there  was some con flic t, p a rtic u la r ly  over the  c rea tion  o f sacred space. One th in g  was 
certa in : Th is  fu n e ra l represented a co llabo ra tion  between a t least tw o separate 
in te n tio n a l com m un ities , and  the A m erican c iv il re lig ion  was to  a m uch  greater degree 
th a n  u s u a l excluded by both.
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once they recovered h is  rem ains. The fa m ily  d id  n o t re tu rn  requests o f the  clergy 
m em bers to m eet o r an in v ita tio n  to the  fu n e ra l service, so i t  seems they fe lt the  Neo- 
Pagan social id e n tity  was su ffic ie n tly  d iffe re n t from  th e ir  own th a t they  chose to 
m arg ina lize  it. Case 6 inc luded  on ly  a h a n d fu l o f in v ite d  Neo-Pagan friends  and the 
ethnographer. There was no c iv il service. Case 7 was hosted in  the same loca tion  as 
case 4 and in c lu d e d  abou t tw en ty-five  Neo-Pagans, a num be r o f secu lar friends, and  a 
con tingen t from  the Las Vegas Paiute In d ia n  reservation , w ith  w hom  the  decedent had  a 
re la tio n sh ip  spann ing  tw o decades. A t the  decedent’s request there  was no c iv il service. 
C learly there  is  a broad consensus am ong Neo-Pagans th a t th is  im p o rta n t r itu a l shou ld  
be iso la ted from  the A m erican c iv il re lig ion . A lthough  M ay’s p a r tic u la r ju s t if ic a tio n  fo r 
hos ting  tw o fune ra ls  was u n ique  am ong m y cases, the  end re s u lt was no t: There were 
tw o separate fune ra ls  fo r Jack, and  he was inco rpora ted  in to  tw o separate afterlives.
L ike m ost Am erican  dead, fo llow ing  au topsy. J a c k ’s rem ains were handed over to 
the  fu n e ra l d ire c to r fo r tra n s p o rt to  the  fu n e ra l hom e and em balm ing. Because J a c k ’s 
cous in  was the  fu n e ra l d irecto r, none o f the  salesm anship , wheeling, and dea ling  th a t 
M itfo rd  1963 records occurred in  h is  case. M ay says the price  was reasonable, 
a lthoug h  she had  hoped fo r a d iscoun t as a fa m ily  m ember. M itfo rd  1998 noted th a t, in  
1998 the  average A m erican fu n e ra l cost $7,000.
M ay in s tru c te d  the fu n e ra l d ire c to r to  fo llow  h is  s tandard  procedure fo r tre a tm e n t o f 
the  rem ains, w ith  no specifics provided. Thus, Ja ck  was a rte ria lly  em balm ed, and  
placed on d isp lay  as i f  he were sleeping, in  a pa in ted  a lu m in u m  casket, w earing  h is  
best d a rk  s u it  w ith  a  s ilk  s h ir t  and  tie  show ing  a  scene from  “ s ta rry  n ig h t” th a t M ay had 
bough t h im  on a recent tr ip  to  Paris. Over top  o f i t  a ll, he s t ill wore the lit t le  he rba l 
pouch th a t N ata lie  m ade fo r h im ; she fe lt very touched th a t he was s t i l l  w earing  it. Th is 
was the on ly  c lea rly  Neo-Pagan elem ent d isp layed on the  corpse a t the  c iv il fune ra l.
The casket l id  was d iv ided in  two; the  p o rtio n  covering h is  feet was closed, w h ile  the
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p o rtio n  covering h is  head and torso was open. H is head was on a p illow , and  the 
in te r io r  o f the  casket was lined  w ith  w h ite  sa tin .
The em ba lm er’s a rt is  lim ite d  however. Ja ck  los t a great deal o f w e igh t d u r in g  h is  
illness; in  the  casket he d id  n o t look to me a n y th in g  like  he had  looked p r io r  to  h is  
illness, a lthoug h  the res to ra tion  was fa ith fu l to  h is  appearance a t the  tim e  o f h is  death. 
W hile  in  the h o sp ita l he had  w orn  a beard, b u t M ay in s tru c te d  the  fu n e ra l d ire c to r to 
shave h is  beard. Sam antha, the  m idd le  daugh ter, d id  n o t recognize Ja ck  in  the  casket 
im m ed ia te ly  because she h a d n ’t  been w arned abou t th is  change.
M ost fu n e ra l homes have large v iew ing  room s th a t can be subd iv ided  and  used 
s im u ltaneou s ly  fo r sm a lle r events. Because a large crow d was expected. Ja c k  was set 
u p  in  h is  casket in  one o f these room s w ith  the p a rtit io n  w ith d ra w n  (see F igure  4 
above). H is  casket was s itua ted  between tw o ta ll s tand-lam ps rem in iscen t o f the 
candles th a t fram e the a lta r in  a C atho lic  chu rch . D a rk  b lue fo ld ing  cha irs  w ith  fab ric  
seats had  been set in  rows, to  seat the  m ourners , w ith  a center is le like  the  audience 
seating o f a chu rch . A p lu s h  E ng lish  w inged a rm ch a ir was provided fo r the  w idow ; 
there  were also com fortab le  backed cha irs  fo r o the r ch ie f m ourne rs  in  the  fro n t row. 
M ay, dressed in  a conservative b la ck  s k ir t-s u it ,  sapph ire  earrings, a r in g , and  a 
necklace th a t Ja ck  had  bough t fo r he r seven years ago when th e ir  m arriage was going 
th ro u g h  a rough  pa tch , says th a t she h a rd ly  sa t in  th a t cha ir. She spent m ost o f the  
day s tand ing  near Jack, greeting m ourne rs  w ho lined  u p  in  a rece iv ing line  th a t w en t 
o u t the  door and  down the ha ll. A t tim es, the  w a it on the  receiving line  exceeded an 
hou r, w h a t M ay referred to as “ru n n in g  the  g aun tle t o f hugs.”
In  the  days lead ing u p  to  the fu n e ra l service, a ll stops were pu lled  out. K uss ina  was 
sent on a w ild  goose chase a ll over W estm ore land C oun ty  to b u y  u p  every box o f tissues 
th a t was b lue  and decorated w ith  suns and m oons th a t cou ld  be found. The sta rs  and  
m oons were rem in iscen t o f the  m obile  Sam antha  h u n g  near h is  h o sp ita l bed. Ja ck  
h im se lf had  b ro u g h t home a s im ila r box o f tissues some m on ths  back  before h is  illness. 
Sam antha , Kuss ina , and E la ine w en t th ro u g h  the  (extensive) fa m ily  pho to  a lbum s and
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selected photos th a t showed ju s t  abou t every aspect o f Ja c k ’s life  to  be p u t on d isp lay.
Ja ck  like d  to  w o rk  w ith  m eta l; he used a va rie ty  o f sta in less sheet steel called d iam ond-
pla te  in  m uch  o f h is  hobby w ork . The g irls , together w ith  several o f th e ir  close friends,
affixed the  photos, w ith o u t captions, to  fo u r sheets o f d iam ond p la te  th a t Ja ck  J r . dug
o u t o f the  garage. K uss ina  exp la ins how  the photos were chosen:
We m ade u p  a ll d iffe re n t m em ory boards, s tu ff, p ic tu res  th a t he was in , p ic tu re s  
o f the  cars th a t he used to  own, even a du m p  tru c k  th a t was b la ck  on the  cab 
w ith  orange and red flam es shooting  u p  the  side. He loved th a t dum p  tru c k . 1 
th in k  he w en t on h is  honeym oon in  th a t du m p  tru c k . 1 kn o w  th a t they  w en t to 
N iagara Falls in  the  dum p  tru c k , and  1 know  th a t they got a lo t o f the  b ig  rocks 
th a t were a round  the  house in  Groen w ith  the  du m p  tru c k , b u t I th in k  1 always 
ju s t  p u t tw o-and-tw o  together th a t they took  the  dum p  tru c k  on th e ir  
honeym oon.
K uss ina  chose photos th a t described the  b iog raphy o f J a c k ’s persona l jo u rn e y  o f the 
sou l -  h is  energy, in  Neo-Pagan te rm s -  to il lu s tra te  h is  life. The fac t th a t the  photos 
were n o t captioned was an im p o rta n t po in t. To J a c k ’s Neo-Pagan com m un ity , the  
photos o f J a c k ’s p riva te  life  were s im p ly  th a t -  to  h is  fam ily , the  photos o f Ja c k  w ith  h is  
Neo-Pagan co m m u n ity  was s im p ly  Ja ck  hang ing  o u t w ith  friends. The absence o f 
e labora tion  helped to keep the  A m erican Neo-Pagan co m m u n ity  m arg ina lized  from  the 
Am erican c iv il re lig ion  a t an event th a t inc luded  adheren ts to  bo th  fa ith s
The d iam ond-p la te  collages were then  delivered to  the fu n e ra l d ire c to r w ho set the 
collages on easels neeir J a c k ’s casket where they  w o u ld  be seen by people s tand ing  the  
receiving line . Several large flow er arrangem ents were also co n tr ib u te d  by J a c k ’s u n io n  
and h is  colleagues, and set u p  on easels, m os tly  in  the  fa r le ft com er. F lower 
arrangem ents were n o t co n tr ib u te d  by A m erican Neo-Pagans, a lthoug h  several Neo- 
Pagans m ade dona tions to  the chu rch , a t M ay’s request, in  lie u  o f flow ers in  a to ta l 
am oun t o f abou t $200.
M ay had  lit t le  to  do w ith  the ac tua l a rrangem ent o f the  room , w h ich  was set u p  a t 
the  fu n e ra l d ire c to r’s d iscre tion . The estab lished h ie ra rch ica l re la tio n sh ip  based upon  
seating stands o u t as s ign ifican t. The seating is  s im ila r to  the  seating in  m ost 
m a ins tream  C h ris tia n  churches, w ith  the  row s o f seats d iv ided by a center isle. The
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deceased is  set as i f  he were an a lta r, sequestered a pa rt from  the  m ou rne rs  w ho 
socialized am ong the seats. W hen the  m ourne rs  approached the  fro n t o f the  room , they 
d id  so in  a respectfu l rece iv ing line.
A lthough  Neo-Pagans were in v ite d  to the  f irs t  service, and a lm ost every m em ber o f 
the  coven attended, an em ail was c ircu la ted  re m in d in g  a ll and  su n d ry  th a t M ay was n o t 
“o u t” to  h e r paren ts  and  th a t Neo-Pagans a ttend in g  shou ld  come dressed in  s treet 
clothes. M any o f the  co m m u n ity  stood u p  to  th is  challenge adm irab ly : Ray, fo r 
example, in  a c lean -cu t grey s u it and  tie , cou ld  have passed fo r a  b a n k  manager. 
However, the  “ street c lo thes” w o rn  by  Neo-Pagans are u s u a lly  easily recognizable as 
Neo-Pagan to  o the r Neo-Pagans. C lara, fo r example, a fo rty -som eth ing  tra n s p la n t from  
the San Francisco Bay area w ith  a u n ique  fash ion  sense, com m ented th a t she was 
“cu rious  abou t the  w ay some o f the  people dressed.” In  p a rticu la r, the  absence o f 
fo rm a l w ear (su its, ties, jacke ts) and  logos am ong the  men, and flow ing  c lo th in g  w ith  a 
lo t o f b r ig h tly  colored p r in t  fab ric , p a rtic u la r ly  a t the  sleeves and hem line  am ong the 
wom en, s tands o u t as ch a ra c te ris tica lly  Neo-Pagan. Some Neo-Pagan m en w ho are no t 
fe tish is ts  ro u tin e ly  w ear s k ir ts  s im ila r to  those w o rn  by the  wom en, even in  non-Pagan 
settings. L ikew ise, p ie rc ings and ta ttoos  are qu ite  com m on in  a ll genders, o ften in  
v is ib le  locations. C la ra  fe lt th a t these styles were p a rtic u la r ly  apparen t in  the  rece iv ing 
line.
1 asked Louise, a M M C m em ber, abou t h e r c lo th in g  as the  v iew ing  came to  a close. 
She was dressed in  a p la in  b la ck  tu rtle n e c k  and slacks and was w earing  a b la ck  jacke t. 
A velvet m edicine pouch figu red  p ro m in e n tly  a round  he r neck. She to ld  me “m y w itch y  
c lothes w ill come o u t tom orrow .” In  the  p riva te  fu n e ra l the day a fte r the  view ing, 
concealed from  the  com peting, do m in a n t fa iths , the  pentacle w ill be home.
Funera ls  are h ig h  state occasions, invo lv ing  large num bers  o f am ateurs  u n d e r 
pressure, and  every th ing  never goes accord ing to p lan. There is n o th in g  like  a large 
fu n e ra l to  f lu s h  w hatever happens to  be lu rk in g  in  the  fa m ily  broom -closets o u t in to  
broad day ligh t. “1 was busted ,” M ay says. Because o f the  m a rg in a lity  o f the  m ovem ent,
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m any A m erican  Neo-Pagans feel obligated to  live doub le  lives, iso la tin g  th e ir  re lig ious  
beliefs from  non-Pagan co-workers, ne ighbors, fam ily , and friends. T h ro u g h o u t the  
process. M ay took  great pa ins  to keep know ledge o f h e r Neo-Pagan life  away from  he r 
conservative parents. However, she posted an o b itu a ry  in  a loca l newspaper, and 
d irected th a t in  lie u  o f flowers, donations be m ade to  M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle.
A pparen tly , a w om an w ho is  very active in  the  evangelical ch u rch  to  w h ich  M ay ’s 
m o the r belongs, saw the  o b itu a ry  and looked u p  the  coven on the  in te rn e t. Th is  w om an 
took  i t  upon  he rse lf to approach M ay’s m o the r a t the  fu n e ra l hom e and describe M ay ’s 
invo lvem ent in  Am erican  Neo-Paganism to  h e r in  le ss -th a n -fla tte rin g  term s. M ay 
elaborates:
[She] came u p  to  m om , and sat down nex t to  h e r a t the view ing, and said to  he r 
‘I d o n ’t  kn o w  how  to  te ll you  th is , b u t do you  kn o w  w ha t h o rr ib le  th in g s  Ja ck  
and M ay are invo lved in ? ’ and  she w en t on to f i l l  h e r w ith  a ll k in d s  o f sa tanic 
nonsense, and  w itch c ra ft, and tu rn e d  o u r back on God and  Jesus C h ris t, and  
a ll th is  o the r to ta l nonsense th a t is  the  stereotype th a t u n in fo rm e d  people 
believe o f w itches. So, m y m o the r is now  going in to  shock.
So M ay’s m om , fee ling frigh tened  and alone a t he r so n -in -la w ’s fune ra l, looked abou t
her, and  saw a ll these people w earing  b la ck  c lo th in g  th a t does n o t precise ly m a tch  the
expectations o f the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion , and  decided th a t Ja ck  and  M ay were p a rt o f
some so rt o f sa tan ic  c u lt  th a t w ou ld  soak u p  the house and the k id s  and leave a ll
involved b u rn in g  in  he ll. Because M ay and Ja ck  had  n o t “come o u t” to  M ay’s m om , she
d id  no t have a sym bolic  fram e o f reference to app ly  m eaning to  he r experiences a t the
fune ra l, and  as such she app lied  the  sym bolic  fram e o f reference th a t she had  been
ta u g h t a t ch u rch , p lac ing  the negative social id e n tity  conven tiona lly  associated w ith  the
“w itc h ” in to  d irec t com petition  w ith  the positive socia l id e n tity  M ay and her coven fa m ily
were covertly  asserting  fo r the  role.
M ay’s m o the r d id  n o t say a n y th in g  to M ay im m edia te ly ; she addressed he r concerns
to  M ay’s sisters, a ll o f w hom  knew  o f M ay’s p a rtic ip a tio n  in  Neo-Paganism. M ay’s s is te r
Sabina he ld  h e r m om  o ff u n t i l  services fo r Ja ck  had  ended, and then  called M ay to
exp la in  the  s itu a tio n . So M ay found  he rse lf exp la in in g  her invo lvem ent w ith  M o u n ta in
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M oon C irc le  to  h e r pa ren ts  and to  J a c k ’s m om , w ho she in v ite d  in to  the  conversation , 
the  evening a fte r he r h u sb a n d ’s fune ra l, and som ewhat u n d e r duress. In  re trospect. 
M ay re tu rn s  to he r w ish  th a t she and Ja ck  had come o u t to  th e ir  pa ren ts  n ine  m on ths  
earlie r, together, a t a tim e  o f th e ir  own choosing. M ay feels deeply saddened by he r 
in a b ility  to  share th is  im p o rta n t p a rt o f he r life  w ith  he r parents.
Am erican c iv il fune ra ls  n o rm a lly  have a v iew ing  o f the  body in  a fu n e ra l home, 
fo llowed by a ch u rch  service a t a house o f w orsh ip . I f  the  deceased had  lim ite d  social 
cap ita l in  life , o r was n o t a m em ber o f a ch u rch , a m em oria l service m ay be he ld  in  lieu  
o f a ch u rch  service, n o rm a lly  a t the  fu n e ra l home. In  some cases th is  m em oria l service 
w il l  be presided over by a m in is te r in  the  em ploy o f the  fu n e ra l hom e, p a rtic u la r ly  in  the 
event th a t the  deceased is  p riva te ly  re lig ious b u t n o t an active m em ber o f a p a r tic u la r 
congregation, o r i f  the  n e x t-o f-k in  are re lig ious, b u t the  deceased was not.
M ay sought to keep h e r “A m erican” and  “Neo-Pagan” lives separate. As such, she 
in tended  the  f irs t  day o f fu n e ra l services to em ula te  a funera l-hom e sty le m em oria l 
w ith o u t a clergy m em ber present. However, th is  so rt o f m em oria l is  u s u a lly  organized 
fo r persons w ith  lim ite d  socia l ca p ita l w ho a t the  tim e  o f th e ir  deaths had  a lready 
dissolved m ost o f th e ir  socia l respons ib ilitie s . In  sho rt, funera l-hom e style m em oria ls  
are he ld w hen e lderly  people die w ith o u t hund reds  o f g riev ing fa m ily  and friends 
m em bers w ho w a n t to  a ttend  a service. A lthough  the  f irs t  day m em oria l service 
fo llowed the cannons o f the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  fa ir ly  closely, i t  seemed a lit t le  b it  
“off”  because o f the  u n u s u a l size o f the  service.
The organ iza tion  o f the  e ffo rt presented a second problem . To in v ite  a  Neo-Pagan 
priestess from  the coven to  o ffic ia te  w ou ld  obv ious ly  b low  M ay’s cover. To in v ite  a 
P resbyterian m in is te r from  he r m o th e r’s ch u rch  o r a C a tho lic  P riest from  J a c k ’s 
m o th e r’s ch u rch  w ou ld  be m o ra lly  objectionable. In  M ay’s eyes C h ris tia n  fa ith s  m ake a 
dem and o f exc lus iv ity ; a s ta tem ent th a t C h r is tia n ity  is  the  on ly  w ay to  sa lva tion . W hen 
I asked he r i f  she fe lt i t  was possib le to  be bo th  a C h ris tia n  and  an A m erican  Neo- 
Pagan, she replied:
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I don ’t  believe i t ’s possib le to  be bo th , s im p ly  because C h ris tia n ity  tends to 
believe th a t th e ir  w ay o f do ing  th in g s  is  the  on ly  tru e  way. A nd  there  is  on ly  one 
“God the fa the r” and  the on ly  w ay to  “God the fa th e r” is th ro u g h  “Je sus -C h ris t- 
O ur-Lord -A m en.” ... You can believe in  the  teach ings o f Jesus C h ris t, because I 
do too. Reading the  sayings th a t are a ttr ib u te d  to  C h ris t, 1 don ’t  have a prob lem  
w ith  those th ings . I th in k  the  m an  was an abso lu te ly  phenom enal person. 1 
don ’t  th in k  the on ly  w ay to  get to heaven is  th ro u g h  Jesus C h ris t. I th in k  a way 
is th ro u g h  Jesus C h ris t and  h is  teachings. I d o n ’t  have a p rob lem  w ith  th a t a t 
all. I th in k  he was a phenom enal person and  1 th in k  i f  quo te -unquote  
“C h ris tia n s ” a c tu a lly  d id  abide by w h a t he said, the re ’d be a lo t fewer prob lem s 
in  the  w orld . B u t, u n fo rtu n a te ly , 1 found  an a w fu l lo t o f C h ris tia n s  th a t 1 
consider to  be ra th e r h ypocritica l. They say one th in g  and profess to  believe 
th ings , b u t they don ’t  fo llow  th ro u g h  on them .
M ay’s so lu tion  was u n ique  from  the A m erican c iv il perspective; she o ffic ia ted  -  o r
m ore appropria te ly , fa c ilita te d  -  the  service herself. I f  there had  been a clergy m em ber
present he w ou ld  have faced the  group in  an  oppos itiona l fo rm a t th a t w o u ld  have set
h im  a p a rt as a voice o f au th o rity ; instead, she adopted th a t a u th o r ity  herself, se tting
he rse lf a p a rt a t the  head o f the  room  to address the  m ourners. F rom  the  A m erican  c iv il
perspective, i t  is  n o t conven tiona l fo r a new  w idow  to  address the com m un ity . The role
o f the  w idow  specified by the Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  is  passive. Speeches are n o rm a lly
m ade by m ore d is ta n t re la tions , such as cousins o f the  deceased. The n uc lea r fa m ily  o f
the deceased are expected to  be su ffic ie n tly  consum ed by g rie f th a t ta k in g  an  active role
in  the  m o u rn in g  process is  o u t o f the  question . W hether the  n uc lea r fa m ily  is  a c tu a lly
th is  consum ed by g rie f is  irre le va n t -  the  social ro le  o f m o u rne r w ith in  the  Am erican
c iv il tra d it io n  dem ands it.
However, as S udnow  1967 po in ts  ou t, w hen in  a  state o f m o u rn ing , the  fo lkw ays
th a t ex te rna lly  com pel some socia l behavio rs are te m p o ra rily  suspended. W hen Ja ck
died in  the  hosp ita l, K uss ina  reports  th a t she ra n  from  the room  cry ing. She said;
I w en t o u t in  the  ha llw ay, c ry in g  hys te rica lly , scream ing h ys te rica lly  a t the  
nurses and the doctors. “Go in  there  and fix  m y dad!” 1 lo s t i t  fo r a few 
m inu tes . “M y dad is broken, go fix  h im !” I co u ld n ’t  th in k . 1 d id n ’t  kn o w  w h a t to 
do. ... 1 w a lked o u t o f there  a few m in u te s  la te r and  1 fe lt g u ilty  because 
everybody was pay ing  a tte n tio n  to  me and try in g  to  m ake me feel be tte r w hen 
they shou ld  have been pay ing  a tte n tio n  to  m y mom.
Given the  c ircum stance , K u ss in a ’s behavio r was n o t inapprop ria te .
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Likew ise, a lthoug h  M ay’s decis ion to  fa c ilita te  h e r h u sb a n d ’s fu n e ra l d id  n o t fo llow  
the u su a l socia l conventions, i t  w o u ld  have been m ost inapp rop ria te  fo r any n o n ­
m o u rn in g  p a rty  to  te ll M ay w h a t she cou ld  and cou ld  n o t do a t h e r h u sb a n d ’s funera l. 
To do so w o u ld  have been to  ho ld  he r socia lly  accountab le  w hen a w idow  is  m ost 
ce rta in ly  n o t considered socia lly  accountable. A dd itio n a lly , M ay had  pa id  fo r the  w hole 
business, and  the Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  specifies th a t the  person o r people w ho are 
fin a n c ia lly  responsib le  fo r a p u b lic  event have co n tro l over th a t event.
A m erican Neo-Pagans m ourners , u n lik e  th e ir  Am erican  c iv il coun te rpa rts , seldom 
take a passive role. The w hole p o in t o f a Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l is  to  he lp  the  m ourne rs  to 
redefine th e ir  persona l id e n titie s  v is-à -v is  the  new ly deceased. W hen M ay found  he rse lf 
in  a s itu a tio n  where she m u s t define the  social id e n tity  o f the  Neo-Pagan m ourne r, she 
d id  i t  active ly, w h ich  stood o u t as incons is ten t w ith  the  role o f the  Am erican  c iv il 
m ourner. M ay is ce rta in ly  n o t the  on ly  Neo-Pagan to  take a key ro le  in  fa c ilita tin g  the 
fu n e ra l o f a loved one. In  case 2 noted above, fo r example, the  ch ie f m ou rne r, d u rin g  
the fu n e ra l r itu a l, sat together w ith  the  priestess on a b lanke t on one side o f the  circ le ; 
m ost r i tu a l actions were u n d e rta ke n  by the  ch ie f m o u rn e r gu ided by the  priestess, no t 
by  the priestess herself. In  case 3, th a t o f the  young  m o the r b u ry in g  her tw o sm all 
ch ild ren , no clergy m em ber was involved. The young  m o the r fa c ilita te d  a ll aspects o f 
the  service herself, from  n o tif ica tio n  o f fa m ily  and friends th a t the  fu n e ra l w o u ld  occur, 
to o rnam en ting  the  rem ains, to  o ffic ia ting  the  fu n e ra l herself, and  excavating the grave 
where the  rem a ins  were buried . The young  m o th e r’s behavior in  case 3 was s tr ik in g ly  
s im ila r to M ay’s m ethod o f h a n d lin g  the  Neo-Pagan “ch ie f m o u rn e r” role. In  case seven, 
the  decedent’s husban d  fac ilita ted  several pa rts  o f the  service, supported  by  the  several 
clergy m em bers present.
The m ethod M ay used to  fa c ilita te  J a c k ’s fu n e ra l was cons is ten t w ith  the  theology o f 
im m anence; she fac ilita ted , ra th e r th a n  com m anded. S tand ing  near the  fro n t row  
w here she had  been m ost o f the  day, h e r ch ild re n  s tand ing  a t h e r side, she addressed 
the  people c h a ttin g  in  the  seats; the  room  became s ilen t except fo r M ay ’s voice. She
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expla ined th a t Ja ck  knew  m any people w ho practice  m any d iffe re n t fa ith s , and  th a t 
each shou ld  be able to  m o u rn  J a c k ’s passing in  h is  o r her own way. Sa lly  once 
m entioned to  me th a t Ja ck  d id  n o t say very m u ch  in  circle, b u t w hen he d id  open h is  
m o u th , i t  was short, sweet, to  the  p o in t, and  on target. S tand ing  in  fro n t o f J a c k ’s 
fa m ily  and friends. M ay repeated a m etaphor th a t Ja ck  used once to  describe h is  
re lig ious feelings:
Ja ck  and 1 believe th a t a ll re lig ions are faeets o f a d iam ond and th a t the  d iv ine 
and the crea to r is  the  d iam ond itse lf. And none o f us  can see the  w hole th in g  
itse lf, because i t ’s ju s t  too b ig  fo r o u r h u m a n  m in d  to  com prehend. A ll we can 
see is the  one facet th a t we fo llow , b u t each one o f those facets is  a p a th  in to  the 
hea rt o f the  d iam ond. And though  we can ’t  see the  whole th in g , we can s til l 
appreciate the  beau ty  o f the  one facet th a t we can see.
In  Conceptions o f  God in  Ancient Egypt: The One and  the M any  (H ornung  1996), 
archaeolog ist E r ik  H o rnung  te rm s th is  organ iza tion  o f be lie f a m ono la try ; such 
m ono la tries  seem to  be a cen tra l fea tu re  o f A m erican  Neo-Paganism. W ith in  A m erican 
Neo-Paganism, any  c la im  to  exc lus iv ity  is  anathem a; each person is  en title d  to  th e ir  
own u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f the  m in d  o f God.
W ith  th is  in  m ind . M ay had prearranged fo r several o f her coven sisters to  pe rfo rm  
prayers fo r the  dead. Harley, w ho was fo rm e rly  Jew ish  before she came to  Neo- 
Paganism , read the  Hebrew M o u rn e r’s Kadd ish. Natalie  sang a H in d u  m a n tra  called 
the  M aha M rityu n ja ya  M an tra , w h ile  p lay ing  h e r h a rm o n iu m  and accom panied by 
chim es played by Sherri, ano the r coven sister.®
Follow ing th is  perform ance. M ay inv ited  J a c k ’s m o the r to pe rfo rm  the  L o rd ’s Prayer, 
and  he r own m o the r to pe rfo rm  a P resbyterian prayer. M ay then  asked i f  anyone else 
w ou ld  like  to  pe rfo rm  a p rayer appropria te  to th e ir  re lig ion. Perhaps a th ird  o f the  
people present were A m erican Neo-Pagans, b u t a ll were e ithe r aware th a t M ay was n o t 
o u t to h e r paren ts  o r were su ffic ie n tly  u n ce rta in  th a t they kep t m um . Yet some d id  no t 
like  th e ir  m a rg ina l pos ition  -  C lara, fo r example, even though  she knew  she shou ld  
keep qu ie t, fe lt th a t she w anted  to say:
The fu ll  te x t o f th is  chan t is  preserved in  A ppend ix  11.
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M ay ... sa id  “does anyone else have a n y th in g  they  w a n t to  b r in g  u p  o f any o the r 
re lig ions ,” and  th a t, o f course, was like , w e ird , because 1 ju s t  fe lt th is  vibe o f 
every Pagan in  the  room  th in k in g , “yeah, dam m it, w e ’re Pagans, and  we’re no t 
supposed to  say i t  here.”
A t a n o rm a l fu n e ra l hom e m em oria l service, a single re lig ion  is  represented, the 
generic non -den om ina tiona l p ro tes tan t theology o f the  Am eriean c iv il re lig ion . I f  a 
clergy m em ber is  present, th a t clergy m em ber represents a single re lig ion . The 
A m erican c iv il ideology dem ands th a t re lig ious id e n tity  be m u tu a lly  exclusive; a  person 
canno t p a rtic ip a te  in  several re lig ions s im u ltaneous ly . The decedent is assum ed to be 
socia lly  id e n tica l to  the  re lig ion  sym bolized by  the  clergy m em ber and  the  r itu a l service. 
The clergy m em ber becomes a w a lk in g  socia l id e n tity  m arke r. The A m erican  c iv il 
fu n e ra l has no fo rm a t to  represent several d iffe ren t re lig ions. M ay m ade the  decis ion to 
represent the  m any  fa ith s  o f the m ourners  present, n o t Ja ck ’s  fa ith , w h ich  she in tended  
to keep h idden . M ay’s decis ion to  represent a n u m b e r o f re lig ions stood o u t as h ig h ly  
u n o rth o d o x  from  the  Am erican  c iv il perspective, because i t  was im poss ib le  to  id e n tify  
J a ck  w ith  any p a r tic u la r re lig ion , in c lu d in g  the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion , on basis o f the 
m arke rs  presented. Ja ck  was th u s  on ly  p a rtia lly  re cu ltu re d  from  the A m erican  c iv il 
perspective.
A fte r the  prayers had  been said. J a c k ’s ch ild re n  said a few w ords abou t th e ir  dad.
A ll the ch ild re n  em phasized the  th ings Jack  had  built, and in  do ing so em phasized the 
idea o f im m o rta lity  th ro u g h  creative w o rks  noted  in  chapter 6. In  th e ir  b r ie f rem arks, 
S am antha  and Ja c k  also em phasized w h a t a  good fa the r Ja ck  had  been, and  a ll the  
th ings  th a t he had  ta u g h t them  -  In  short, they  discussed the m any ways in  w h ich  Ja ck  
m et th e ir  expectations o f the  social ro le  o f “ fa th e r.” Kussina, on the  o the r hand , spoke 
o f Ja c k ’s eccentric ities. She to ld  a s to ry  o f how, w hen she was a teenager, h e r dad had 
a h a b it o f to o lin g  a b o u t the  house in  h is  skivvies. W hen she had  friends  over, as she 
ra n  to the door to  meet them , she w o u ld  h o lle r “underw ear!” a t the  top o f he r lungs  to  
w a rn  h im  th a t there  were ou ts iders  afoot. Kuss ina , he r shouts o f “underw ear!” in  h ono r
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o f her fa the r resound ing  abou t the  fu n e ra l home, was em phasiz ing the  u n iq u e  ways 
th a t she re la ted -  and  as a Neo-Pagan, con tinued  to  re la te  -  to  he r fa ther.
D u rin g  the  r itu a l perform ances and subsequent rem arks, those s tand ing  in  the 
receiving line  rem ained s tand ing  in  line . A fte r the  r itu a ls  had ended, the  “ga u n tle t o f 
hugs” con tinued  fo r the  res t o f the  evening.
The Am erican Neo-Pagan Funera l: A  Rite o f  Incorporation
The second r itu a l service fo r Ja ck  was an openly Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l he ld  by
in v ita tio n  a t the  same fu n e ra l hom e where the v iew ing  was conducted  the  p revious day.
For the fune ra l, the  room  had been reorganized by the  fu n e ra l hom e s ta ff accord ing  to
M ay’s specifications. M ost o f the  cha irs  had been fo lded up  and leaned in  stacks
aga inst the  r ig h t hand  w a ll (cf. F igure 5 below). The rem a in ing  cha irs , a b o u t e ighty,
had  been set in  a large, ob long circ le . More people th a n  expected attended, and so m ore
cha irs  were b ro u g h t o u t in  a  series o f second rows a round  the  perim e te r o f the  circ le .
J a c k ’s casket was m oved o u t and  placed in to  the c irc le  w ith  the  head fac ing  to  the  le ft,
tow ards the  E ng lish  a rm cha irs  reserved fo r the  ch ie f m ourners. The coven’s a lta r, set
as i f  fo r a fu l l  m oon service, was p laced in  the  center o f the  circ le . Ja ck  had  been
redressed w ith  h is  b la ck  r itu a l robe, and  the  cord th a t m arked h im  as a m em ber o f the
coven. H is hands were fo lded across h is  unshea thed  atham é, as a k n ig h t w ith  h is
sword on the  tom bs o f a bygone age. He was s t il l w earing  the  he rba l pouch  th a t Natalie
gave h im , and  nex t to  h im  was set o u t h is  hand-m ade wooden staff. W hen 1 asked M ay
abou t how  she decided to  redress h im , she was very exp lic it;
Those were the  too ls th a t he m ade h im self. He made h is  atham é, and  th a t was 
h is  m agica l too l, and  h is  staff. He used th a t a ll the  tim e. A nd  he p u t h o u rs  and 
hou rs  and  hou rs  and  h o u rs  o f w o rk  in to  c rea ting  th a t s ta ff and  each p a rt o f th a t 
s ta ff had m ean ing  to h im . Each one o f the  vines had  m eaning, each one o f the, 
the copper he used to  shod i t  w ith  was used to  conduct e lec tric ity  and  energy.
And the  w ax th a t he used to  p o lish  i t  was a n a tu ra l wax, i t  w asn ’t  chem ical.
And the  c rys ta l th a t he p u t on top  was he ld  by a dragon ’s c law  fo r power. A nd  i t  
was ju s t  a ve iy , very persona l choice and he used th a t s ta ff a  lo t and  i t  was 
appropria te  th a t i t  be w ith  h im  a t the  end. ... I t  was the fa rew ell r i tu a l fo r h im , 
and i t  was r ig h t fo r h im  to  be in  h is  r i tu a l ra im en t. And to  have h is  r itu a l too ls
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w ith  h im . A nd fo r h im  to be p a rt o f the  circle. Because w hen we made the 
circ le , he was in  it, he w asn ’t  a p a rt from  the c irc le , he was a p a rt o f the  circle.
Sayward, a Kore m em ber, to ld  me “the  cord represents the eom m itm ent th a t Ja ck  made
to  the coven.” M ay saw to i t  th a t he ke p t th a t com m itm en t in  death as in  life. A t h is
fin a l c ircle, he w ore h is  cord, and was crem ated w h ile  w earing it.
Even w ith in  the  fu n e ra l hom e setting , the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  specifies th a t the
deceased is  set a p a rt from  the  m ourne rs , and  approached b rie fly  and  respectfu lly . The
m ourne rs  in te ra c t w ith  one another, ra th e r th a n  the  decedent, in  hushed  term s. In  the
lim in a l space o f the  A m erican Neo-Pagan fune ra l, however, the  decedent re ta ins  agency
and th u s  is  in te n tio n a lly  n o t sequestered from  in te rac tion . I t  was c r it ic a lly  im p o rta n t
th a t Ja ck  con tinue  to p a rtic ipa te  in  the r itu a l com m un ity , and as such h is  rem ains
were s itua ted  w ith in  the c irc le  as i f  he r were alive.
A lyssa and Sayward, m em bers o f the  kore  and found in g  m em bers o f the  coven
fac ilita ted  the service as p ries t and priestess, respectively, a t M ay’s request. M ay says
she had lit t le  to  do w ith  the arrangem ent o f the  service. She requested a favo rite  song,
Bette M id le r’s (1989) W ind Beneath M y Wings, and  to ld  the clergy m em bers to  come up
w ith  w h a t they  th o u g h t w ou ld  be best. N e ither clergy m em ber had  fa c ilita te d  a fu n e ra l
service in  the  past and  M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  does n o t have a stock litu rg y  to d raw
upon. The clergy m em bers tu rn e d  to  other, outs ide  organ izations w ith  w h ich  they  were
a ffilia ted , in  a d d itio n  to  a va rie ty  o f in te rn e t Neo-Pagan resources, fo r guidance. Here
we see a very im p o rta n t im p a c t o f technology on the  process by w h ich  Neo-Pagans
create r itu a l. The va rious  denom ina tions have w e ll estab lished m o rtu a ry  theology to
w h ich  any clergy m em ber has easy access. The Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  specifies the
tre a tm e n t o f the  rem ains accord ing to fu n e ra l in d u s try  standards, once again, th a t are
easily accessible to  fu n e ra l professionals, and  are encu ltu ra te d  in  the p o p u la tio n  from
ch ildhood. Neo-Pagans, on the  o the r hand  m u s t active ly create fu n e ra l r itu a l.
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C om pute r technology gives them  access to  in fo rm a tio n  provided by fa r- f lu n g  Neo-Pagan 
com m un ities  in  o rder to  create a new  r itu a l on sh o rt notice.
U sing the  da ta  they  had  collected, the  clergy m od ified  and in te n s ifie d  a conventiona l 
M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  r itu a l service, the  fu l l  m oon r itu a l, to  arrange an  o u tlin e  o f the  
r itu a l. Once the  bare bones o u tlin e  o f the  r itu a l had  been estab lished, they  sought 
in p u t in fo rm a lly  from  m em bers o f the  coven to  f i l l  in  deta ils  such as the  fo rm  o f the  
c irc le  to  be cast, and the  songs to  be perform ed.
Some people, p a rtic u la r ly  those v is it in g  from  o u t o f tow n such  as Ray, wore the 
same th in g  th a t they  wore to  the  c iv il v iew ing  on the  f irs t  day. Some o f Ja c k  and M ay’s 
non-Pagan friends were present, and also dressed appropria te  to  the  A m erican  c iv il 
re lig ion . M ost m em bers o f the  coven, however, wore th e ir  r itu a l robes. For the fune ra l, 
Sayward was dressed in  h e r b la ck  r itu a l robes th a t she uses fo r a ll r itu a ls , and was 
w earing  h e r red Ravenwood cord, together w ith  h e r gold, hand  woven c in g u lu m  th a t 
m arked  her as a kore  m em ber o f M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle. From  her cords, she wore a 
fo u r in c h  long, w h ite  hand led  atham é. A lyssa wore a p la in  b la ck  dress, w ith  a  w h ite  
shaw l over the shou lders, and  he r gold M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle cord. M ay wore he r lig h t 
and  d a rk  b lue  r itu a l robe, w ith  h e r gold cord  th a t m arked he r as a m em ber o f the  coven. 
She also wore a b lack  be lt w ith  a sm all b la ck  pouch con ta in in g  va rious  m agica l 
m isce llany on h e r r ig h t, and  h e r s ilve r-hand led  atham é on h e r le ft. She wore a sm all, 
s ilver pentacle on a cha in  a round  he r neck. Here the  pentacle was home.
M em bers o f the  co m m u n ity  and inv ited  guests m illed  abou t the  preset c irc le  ta lk in g  
in  hushed tones fo r a few m inu tes  before the  s ta rt o f the  service, b u t the  service began 
on tim e, so the  tim e  fo r socia liza tion  was short. The service began w hen J a c k ’s coven 
sister, Debbie, read ing  a eulogy she had w ritte n . I t  is  im p o rta n t to  note th a t th is  eulogy 
was s itua ted  in  place o f the  u s u a l r itu a l in s tru c tio n s  given a t a  fu l l  m oon service, where 
the ce lebrants w ou ld  acknow ledge the  lesson to be taken  hom e from  the service. The 
in s tru c tio n s  n o rm a lly  given are d irected to  newcom ers; everyone presen t was e ithe r a 
long  te rm  m em ber o f the  A m erican Neo-Pagan eom m un ity , o r an im m edia te  fa m ily
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mem ber. The in s tru c tio n s  cou ld  be om itted  because a ll p resent knew  w hen p rove rb ia lly  
to s it, s tand, and kneel. There were no aud io  record ings o f the  r itu a l taken. I have 
taken the  texts  th a t were read from  the ce leb ran ts ’ notes and from  the  reco llections o f 
the  people w ho read them . The eulogy is  reproduced in  fu ll below.
To H onor O u r B ro the r, Ja ck
On T hu rsday  m orn ing , M arch  18, 2004, o u r Beloved B ro ther, Ja ck  passed 
beyond the  ve il in to  the Sum m erland . S u rrounded  by friends and fam ily , 
engulfed in  th e ir  love. Ja ck  moved peacefu lly  in to  the  S p ir itu a l realm .
Ja ck  was a devoted husban d  to h is  beloved w ife. May. He was a dedicated 
fa ther, to  h is  ch ild re n  Sambo, Jack, Kuss ina , and  to  h is  son -in -law  Jack. And 
he was a do ting  g rand fa the r to h is  sweet lit t le  g randdaugh te r E la ine.
J a c k ’s devotion  to  h is  fa m ily  and  th e ir  com m on dream , was so s trong  th a t i t  
m anifested in  the  c rea tion  o f L u g h ’s G arden, a w onderfu l s p ir itu a l re trea t. Th is 
n a tu ra l sanc tua ry  w ill grow  and th rive  as p a rt o f J a c k ’s legacy.
Not on ly  was Ja ck  devoted to  h is  fam ily , b u t he was also dedicated to h is  
extended fa m ily  and  s p ir itu a l com m un ity . Ja ck  has been a cherished and w e ll 
loved m em ber o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  fo r m ore th a n  3 years now. A lways 
ready to  lend  a hand . Ja ck  has been a generous supporte r o f o u r co m m u n ity  
e fforts, devoting  h is  tim e  and ta len ts . A tra in e d  m a ch in is t and  sk illed  
c ra ftsm an. Ja ck  was a w izard  w ith  m echan ica l th ings . A great fin d e r o f th ings .
Ja ck  possessed the  ra re  ta le n t o f be ing able to  de live r any object you  cou ld  
describe. C onstan tly , g iv ing  and  always sharing . Ja ck  was always w illin g  to 
em ploy h is  s k ills  to he lp  a friend
Even as he s trugg led w ith  h ea lth  challenges. Ja ck  was g iv ing to  the  com m un ity .
W ith  the  com m on goal o f he lp ing  Jack, fa m ily  and  friends ra llie d  together 
sending prayers, conduc ting  R eik i sessions and generating  hea ling  th ro u g h  
creative pro jects. We came together w ith  the  u n ite d  purpose o f he lp ing  Jack, 
b u t i t  was we w ho received the  benefits , the  innum erab le  benefits  o f a stronger, 
m ore so u lfu l com m un ity . W hat was in tended  as o u r g ift to  Jack, became J a c k ’s 
g ift to  us.
T h a n k  you  Jack , fo r to u ch in g  o u r lives and  fo r generously sh a ring  y o u r m any 
g ifts  w ith  us.
We are honored and blessed to  have know n  y o u r lov ing  sp ir it.
B lessed Be
In  ana lys is  o f the  te x t noted above, I w o u ld  p o in t o u t th a t the  f irs t  fo u r paragraphs 
s itua te  Ja ck  w ith in  the  socia l landscape: They celebrate h is  soc ia lly  id e n tica l roles.
They also present a v is ion  o f im m o rta lity  th a t emphasizes the  “creative w o rks ” m odel I 
m entioned in  chap te r 6, and to a lesser extent the  “c h ild re n ” and  “ theology” models.
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The f if th  and  s ix th  paragraphs describe several re la tio n a l id e n titie s  and  create a fram e  
o f  reference fo r  in teraction w ith  the deceased post-m ortem . As such, th is  eulogy is  h ig h ly  
in  keeping w ith  the best tra d itio n s  o f the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  -  b u t  i t  also sets the  
stage fo r the  Neo-Pagan u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f the  agentic ancestor. The eulogy e lem ent o f 
the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion  was app ropria ted  and plugged in , as i t  were, to  M o u n ta in  
Moon C irc le ’s tra d it io n a l fu l l  m oon service. Th is  m ethod is cons is ten t w ith  o the r fo rm s 
o f Neo-Pagan c u ltu ra l bo rrow ing  th a t I have w itnessed and th a t are noted  in  the 
lite ra tu re  -  the  Am erican c iv il re lig ion  is  a fore ign cu ltu re , w h ich  inc ludes  c u ltu ra l 
characters w h ich  can be borrowed and reconstruc ted  ju s t  like  any o the r in  the 
Am erican  Neo-Pagan schema.
D u rin g  th is  r itu a l, several reversals o f p a tte rn  occurred th a t can be con trasted  w ith  
a m odal fu l l  m oon r itu a l. Th is  reversal o f p a tte rn  was in tended  to  b r in g  the  p ra c tit io n e r 
p a rtly  in to  the  unde rw o rld , where m eeting  the  s p ir it  o f the dead w o u ld  be possible. The 
circ le  to  be cast was a c irc le  o f lim n a lity  -  a r itu a l sta tem ent th a t b ro u g h t the  m ourne rs  
d ire c tly  in to  con tac t w ith  the  ego o f the  deceased, and  likew ise, the  deceased d ire c tly  
in to  con tac t w ith  the  liv ing . Th is  r itu a l com pleted the  process th a t the  m o rtic ia n  had  
begun, th a t o f re c u ltu r in g  J a c k ’s body.®
In  a conventiona l M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  c irc le  b u ild in g  r itu a l,  m os t r i tu a l actions 
proceed clockw ise a round  the circ le . A t J a c k ’s fune ra l, the  b u ild in g  proceeded 
counterc lockw ise , o r “w id d e rsh in s .” Fo llow ing the  in tro d u c to ry  eulogy, the  priestess 
iden tified  he rse lf by  h e r re lig ious nam e and id en tified  he rse lf as a m em ber o f the  coven 
and the kore. She then  took  a m om ent to describe he r social re la tio n sh ip  to  Jack. 
H aving done so, she tu rn e d  to  the p rie s t on he r r ig h t, took  he r hand , and  said; “H and to 
hand  and h ea rt to  heart, I b u ild  th is  c irc le  o f Ja ck .” A lyssa, serving as p ries t, then
® S tr ic tly  speaking, a t the  beg inn ing  o f the  death r itu a l the  m ourne rs  are a lready in  the 
lim in a l space, hav ing  been placed there  by the  death r itu a l. Th is  step m ay be necessary 
fo r those m ourne rs  w ho d id  n o t p a rtic ipa te  in  the  dea th  r itu a l by  w itness ing  the  death , 
and th u s  en te r the  state o f l im in a lity  -  i t  ce rta in ly  is  n o t necessary fo r the  ch ie f 
m ourne rs  who w itnessed the  death, a ll o f w hom  were very obviously in  a lim in a l space 
th ro u g h o u t the  process.
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repeated th is  process, id e n tify in g  he rse lf by he r re lig ious name, id e n tify in g  h e rse lf as a 
m em ber o f the  coven and the kore, and  id e n tify in g  h e r social re la tio n sh ip  to  Jack . She 
then  tu rn e d  to  the congregant on he r r ig h t, to o k  he r hand, and  repeated: “H and to  hand  
and h ea rt to  hea rt I b u ild  th is  c irc le  o f J a ck .” Th is  process con tinued  a round  the c irc le , 
as people te a rfu lly  iden tified  themselves: “Tm J a c k ’s coven s is te r.” “ I ’m  J a c k ’s coven 
b ro th e r.” “Tm J a c k ’s daugh te r.” “Tm J a c k ’s fr ie n d .” One o f the  cen tra l fea tures th a t 
stood o u t was the use o f the  present tense. Ja c k  is  alive. Ja ck  is  a p a rt o f the  circ le , 
and  Ja ck  is  p a rtic ipa ting . Perhaps one o f the  m ost em otiona lly  m oving  m om ents in  th is  
b u ild in g  o f the  c irc le  occurred w hen i t  came M ay ’s tu rn  to speak, and she grasped 
hands w ith  Ja ck  in  the  casket, com p le ting  the  circle. B y th is  tim e, m any  people present 
were openly cry ing . In  case 2, the  c irc le  was also b u ilt  counterclockw ise.
The fu n e ra l hom e does n o t a llow  open flam es o the r th a n  tea ligh ts . In  lie u  o f the  
conventiona l sm udg ing  r itu a l noted in  the fu l l m oon r itu a l above, specia lly  prepared 
sage w a te r had been placed in  a trigge r-sp raye r s im ila r  to  those used to  ho ld  househo ld  
c lean ing flu id s . The priestess and  p rie s t m is ted  each o ther lig h tly  in  tu rn  w ith  the  sage 
w ater, proceeding clockw ise in  the u s u a l fash ion , beg inn ing  w ith  the head. They then  
proceeded a round  the  c irc le  counterc lockw ise , spray ing  each congregant lig h tly , u n t i l  
they reached J a c k ’s rem ains, w h ich  were th o ro u g h ly  sprayed. The p ries t and  priestess 
th e n  activa ted  the  a lta r in  the  u s u a l m anner (draw n pentagram s, et cetera) noted  in  
chap te r 4 above. The negative energy o f the  fu n e ra l hom e had been ban ished; w ith  i t  
the  c irc le  had  been set apa rt from  the w o rld  o f the  liv ing . The co m m u n ity  now  stood on 
the  th resho ld  o f the  w o rld  o f the  dead. Sayward acknow ledged th is  process by  saying to 
the  assembled congregation "This is a  place w h ich  is  n o t a  place in  a  tim e  w h ic h  is  n o t a 
tim e  ha lfw ay between the w orlds o f the  Gods and o f m orta ls ."
In  a conventiona l M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  fu ll m oon service, the  east is  the  f irs t  
q u a rte r called, by a congregant, and  ca llin g  proceeds clockw ise a round  the c irc le . In  
th is  case, the  qua rte rs  were called in  reverse order, beg inn ing  w ith  the west, by  fu ll 
m em bers o f the  coven who had been tapped in  advance. As is  typ ica lly  done a t the  fu l l
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m oon, the  congregation stood and faced the appropria te  d irec tion  fo r each q u a rte r call, 
w h ile  p roduc ing  the  appropria te  m udra . The q u a rte r ca lls them selves were w r itte n  by 
the  priestesses, adopted from  those used a t ano the r funera l. The prepared q u a rte r ca lls 
appear below. A be ll was ru n g  by a ce lebran t a t the  end o f each q u a rte r call.
W est says:
"As the sun  sets. So o u r fr ie n d  Ja ck  has le ft us. The w a te r o f o u r tears, like  the 
sa lt w a te r o f the  sea, and  like  the w a te r o f o u r m others ' wom b, blesses th is  
G athering."
S outh  says:
"As life  is  a day. So Ja ck  has passed in to  the  n igh t.
The fire  o f o u r life , the  m em ories and  courage, the  
s treng th  given to  us  by  o u r fr ie n d  blesses th is  G athering."
East says:
"As a ll th a t fa lls  sha ll rise  again. So o u r fr iend  w ill be reborn.
The a ir  we breathe, th is  treasure  o f o u r life, the  com passionate ca ring  we give 
each o the r blesses th is  G athering. "
N orth  says:
"As the  E a rth  fo rm s us, so o u r fr ie n d  sha ll re tu rn  to  the earth .
O u r M other feeds us, and  clothes us. She gives u s  everyth ing
and in  the  end she takes o u r bodies back. A nd ea rth  blesses th is  G athering."
The purpose o f the  q u a rte r ca lls is  to  b rin g  the  appropria te  energy in to  the circle.
Several key po in ts  s tand  o u t abou t these q u a rte r calls. On the  one hand , they
acknowledge the  death o f the  body. On the o the r hand , they emphasize the  departu re
o f the  ego. A t f irs t  th is  seems co n trad ic to ry  -  i f  Ja ck  had  departed, how  cou ld  he re ta in
agency? Note th a t these q u a rte r ca lls  present an image o f im m o rta lity  cons is ten t w ith
the “re jo in  w ith  n a tu re ” m odel. J a c k ’s energy was now  a ll a round us -  and  as such, he
cou ld  in fluence  the  w o rld  o f the  liv ing .
The qua rte r-ca lle rs  were a ll coven m em bers, w h ich  is  exceptional. L ike  in  the
A m erican c iv il tra d it io n , the  q u a rte r ca llers were n o t m em bers o f the  n uc lea r fam ily . As
a fu ll m em ber o f the  coven, had  M ay requested it ,  she cou ld  have called a qua rte r, as
cou ld  any o f the  fam ily . She le ft th is  ta sk  to  others; he r g rie f was too great.
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In  o the r Neo-Pagan funera ls , the  w est has also figured  p rom inen tly . In  case 3, 
a lthoug h  a c irc le  was n o t cast, the  b u r ia l was conducted on the  w est side o f the  tem ple 
grounds. In  case 5 the ashes o f the  decedent were set in  the  west co rner o f the  back 
ya rd  where the  fu n e ra l occurred. In  case 4 the decedent’s sou l was com m ended to  the 
west a t the  end o f the  service by the  priestess and  p riest. In  case 2 the  ch ie f m o u rne r 
was seated on a b la n ke t on the west side o f the  c irc le  w ith  the a tte n d in g  clergy m em ber. 
The west is seen as the locus o f sunset, the  place where the decedent’s ego enters the 
w o rld  o f the  dead, w h ile  the  East is the  locus o f re b ir th . For the  Am erican  Neo-Pagan, 
the  w o rld  o f the  dead is a w om b, a place o f g row th  and  re b irth . The “c irc le  o f Ja c k ” 
transpo rted  the  congregation to  the th resho ld  o f th a t wom b, where the  k ic k in g  o f the 
g row ing sou l w ith in  cou ld  be fe lt by  a ll involved.
The p ries t and  priestess re tu rn e d  to  the  east side o f the a lta r, fac ing  west. In  m ost 
fu l l  m oon services, a te x t evoking the  energy o f the  goddess and god is  w r it te n  in  
advance o f the  r itu a l, a lthoug h  in  p ractice  the  ce lebrants often leave the  s c r ip t and w ing  
i t  d u r in g  the  r itu a l. The m ore experienced a m em ber is, the  m ore lik e ly  th a t they  are to 
“ in tu i t ” the  evocation o f the  goddess o r god th a n  to read i t  from  the  sc rip t. B o th  
Sayward and A lyssa are senior clergy m em bers, each w ith  over a decade o f experience. 
So ne ith e r w ro te  w h a t w ou ld  be said a t th is  r itu a l, b u t ra th e r in tu ite d  th e ir  evocations 
a t the tim e  o f the  r itu a l perform ance. There were no tape record ings m ade o f the  r itu a l, 
so exactly  w h a t was said has been lost.
Fo llow ing the  invoca tion  o f the  goddess and god, the  priestess and  p ries t, 
respective ly, delivered the  “charge o f the  goddess” and  the “charge o f the  god.” Th is step 
is  n o t n o rm a lly  perform ed a t fu l l  m oon r itu a ls , be ing reserved fo r the  sabbats, where the 
s trong  m em ber’s b u ild in g  r itu a l con ta ins  the  pow erfu l energy o f the  god and  goddess 
w ith in  the  circle. The weaker, “perm eable” vers ion  o f the  c irc le  used a t fu l l  m oon r itu a ls  
is  genera lly seen as in s u ffic ie n t to  th is  task, b u t in  th is  case the invoca tion  r itu a l d id  
n o t excite com m ent. D u rin g  the  charge o f the  goddess, the  priestess enters a tra n ce ­
like  state and  speaks w ith  the voice o f the  goddess present in  h e r body. W hen a
151
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
ce lebran t perfo rm s th is  task, they u s u a lly  do n o t rem em ber w h a t they  have said. In
case she cou ld  n o t successfu lly  en te r the  trance, Sayward m ade the  fo llow ing  notes to
he rse lf to  be read from  the  sc rip t w hen she perform ed the  charge o f the  Goddess:
We have fo r a w h ile  los t one w ho is dear to  us. And we a ll feel the  loss. B u t i t  is 
on ly  fo r a tim e, and  o u r sorrow  w ill lessen.
There is  a  reason fo r be ing here, and  a reason fo r going. The O ther Side, the  
Places Beyond, are w arm , p leasing and b e a u tifu l w ith  a ll i l ls  gone, and yo u th  
anew.
There is  a reason fo r leaving, w hen the purpose o f th is  life  is  done. We m u s t a ll 
jo u rn e y  beyond to pause, to  rest, and  to  w a it fo r those w ho are loved. In  a place 
fa r from  the  cares o f th is  w orld , w ith  happ iness and s treng th  renewed. For dy ing  
is on ly  a mode o f fo rge tting , a w ay o f rest, a w ay o f re tu rn in g  to  the E te rna l 
Source, however we m ay see It.
Sayward says th a t dy ing  is a res t o f the  soul, a  m eans o f fo rge tting . In  o the r words, 
the  agent has chosen  to  leave h is  body beh ind , chosen to  forget the  phys ica l w orld , and 
chosen to  rest, and  w ill even tua lly  choose to  be reborn . The decedent is  n o t s tripped  o f 
h is  agency by  death to  be in  the  presence o f the  a ll-pow e rfu l god o f the  A m erican  c iv il 
re lig ion  th a t is  equal to  the co n s tra in t im posed by society itse lf.
L ike m ost Am erican  Neo-Pagan services, the  body o f the  r itu a l was no rm a tive ly  
ega lita rian  and  in v ite d  everyone present to  pa rtic ipa te . The clergy had  tapped 
p a rtic u la r m em bers o f the  coven in  advance to  conduc t readings, and  I was am ong 
those inv ited . I was second to  speak, and I read a p rayer from  the  dead com m on on 
stelae fro m  the  end o f the  O ld K ingdom  and la te r in  Egypt.^
Fo llow ing m y reading, Sayward, f il l in g  the ro le o f p riest, perform ed an a n o in tin g  o f 
the  dead. Th is  e lem ent was cu lled  from  s im ila r r i tu a l perform ed fo r ano the r decedent 
by the m em bers o f a Neo-Pagan organ iza tion  in  w h ich  A lyssa pa rtic ipa tes . A n n o in tin g  
o f the dead was on ly  inc luded  in  one o the r service I recorded, and so shou ld  n o t be 
construed  to  be an essentia l element.® To a n o in t the  dead, the  p ries t took  u p  the
’ See A ppend ix  II fo r a fu ll tra n s c r ip t o f a ll the  p o e tiy  th a t was perform ed a t the  r itu a l. 
* In  Case 6 the S ioux sham an w ho conducted the  service sm udged the decedent’s 
corpse w ith  sage smoke by lig h tin g  a bund le  o f sage, ex tin g u ish in g  it ,  and b low ing  the  
re su ltin g  sm oke a round  the decedent’s corpse a t approx im ate ly  a s im ila r p o in t in  the  
r itu a l. In  J a c k ’s case, a s im ila r sm udg ing  was conducted a t the  beg inn ing  o f the 
service. Th is m ay have been the  sham an ’s in tro d u c tio n  o f a S ioux e lem ent in to  an
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a n o in tin g  oil® and drew  a “ s p ir it  in vo k in g  pentag ram ” on Ja c k ’s hands. She d id  th is  by 
d raw ing  a t in y  five po in ted  s ta r, the  f irs t  stroke m oving upw ard  tow ards the  forehead, 
the  second dow nw ard  tow ard  the  r ig h t knee, the  th ird  upw ard  tow ards the  le ft 
shou lder, the  fo u r th  from  the le ft shou lde r to  the  r ig h t shou lde r, and the  f if th  back 
tow ards the f irs t  p o in t . W hile  d raw ing  th is  pentagram , the p rie s t said “Blessed be y o u r 
hands th a t do th e ir  w o rk .” The p rie s t then  drew  a second pentagram  over J a c k ’s 
m ou th , and  said “B lessed be y o u r lip s  th a t speak T he ir nam es.” The p ries t then  d rew  a 
th ird  pentag ram  on J a c k ’s forehead ju s t  between h is  eyes and said “Blessed be y o u r 
eyes th a t have seen the  beau ty  o f the  G reat M o the r.” The f in a l pentagram  was d raw n  in  
the  center o f the  forehead, and the  p ries t said “B lessed be y o u r m in d  w h ich  seeks to 
know  Them .”
Sayward to ld  me th a t th is  p a rt o f the  r itu a l was p a rtic u la r ly  cha lleng ing  fo r her
because she had to get very close to  J a c k ’s body. In  o the r pa rts  o f the  r itu a l,  she had
been focused to  a greater ex ten t on rem em bering he r lines  and  the  appropria te  r itu a l
actions, b u t w hen she reached th is  p o in t the  re a lity  o f the  s itu a tio n  s u n k  in .
The a n o in tin g  r itu a l was fo llowed by n ine  poems. In  between each o f these poems,
A lyssa asked i f  anyone w o u ld  like  to share a m em ory o f Jack. People spoke o f th e ir
re la tionsh ip s  w ith  Ja ck  -  h is  id iosyncrasies, the  g ifts  he gave, tim es spent together.
Toward the  end o f the  poems. May, flanked  by he r ch ild ren  stood and addressed the
com m un ity . She thanked  everyone fo r be ing there, and  for the  o u tp o u rin g  o f love from
the  com m un ity . She expressed th a t she cou ld  n o t believe the n u m b e r o f people who
showed up. She to ld  a couple o f anecdotes abou t Jack. Then K uss ina  spoke abou t her
fa th e r’s conversion to  Neo-Paganism;
I m ade a so rt o f speech, ... abou t w h a t m y fa the r ... believed in ... . M y fa the r 
w hen he s ta rted  h is  life  was like  th is  w ith  h is  hands together, [clasps hands as 
i f  pray ing ]. A nd  th a t was a sym bol o f the  re lig ion  th a t he held. A nd  the  hands 
were closed, and they  were d isc ip lined  and they  d id  w h a t they  needed to  do.
B u t these hands are fo r p raying . A nd  m y fa the r evolved and opened those
otherw ise Neo-Pagan service, o r s im p ly  an id iosyncrasy.
’ A nu m b e r o f d iffe ren t o ils  were used d u r in g  m y tim e  a t M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle; the  
precise recipe seems to  be u p  to  the  personal preference o f the  ce lebrants.
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hands to  feel m ore th ings  and  to create m ore th ings , and  to  change m ore th ings , 
and la te r in  life  in  re lig ion , he jo in e d  the  M o u n ta in  Moon C irc le , and  th e ir  
sym bol is th is  [dem onstrates] w ith  the  th u m b  and  the  p o in te r touch ing , and  the 
pa lm s ou tw ard . And he had a p a ir  o f brass hands th a t he found . A nd  they were 
the p ray ing  hands m oun ted  on a wooden b lock. And he c u t the  finge rtip s  a pa rt 
and opened them , and  p u t a  tr iang le  in  one and a s ta r in  the  o ther, and 
m oun ted  them  on a log.^° .. .It was ju s t  b e a u tifu l th a t he d id  som eth ing  like  
th a t, because h is  hands cou ld  ju s t  change any th ing . He cou ld  take the sm allest 
th in g  th a t anybody w ou ld  th ro w  in  the trash , ... and  he'd take i t  and  c u t i t  apa rt 
and change i t  .... He cou ld  change a n y th in g  in to  a n y th in g  and he ju s t  created 
so m any b e a u tifu l th ings  in  h is  life  th a t h is  hands were o f change, and  i t  was 
appropria te  th a t he had changed those hands to  teach others to  change th e ir  
hands.
Th is was a tim e  fo r a rtic u la tin g  personal, re la tiona l p a rts  o f the  id e n tity  -  there  was
no fo rm a l read ing  o f the  decedent’s social iden tities  as we saw in  the eulogy. W ith o u t
exception, everyone I in terv iew ed fe lt th a t these persona l sta tem ents o f re la tio n sh ip
were the  m ost s ig n ifica n t p o rtio n  o f the  r itu a l. M ay’s com m ent is typ ica l:
I have to  say i t  was the  m ost am azing o u tp o u rin g  o f love I have ever w itnessed. 
People were ju s t  pou rin g  th e ir  hearts  o u t a t th a t funera l. And i t  m ade such  an 
im press ion  on me. I ’ve been to fune ra ls  where people got u p  and  said a few 
w ords, and  th in g s  like  th a t, b u t n o t like  th is . People were speaking from  th e ir  
hearts, and  [Jack] touched so m any lives in  so m any  ways, and to  hear people 
get u p  and  perfo rm  m us ic  fo r h im , and to  read p o e tiy  fo r h im , and  to  b r in g  up  
the  E gyp tian  book o f the  dead fo r Pete’s sake -  I ’ve never been to ano the r fu n e ra l 
w hen anybody d id  th a t! Th ings th a t were w r itte n  th a t weekend, and  th in g s  th a t 
were s ix  thousan d  years o ld  were ju s t  chosen w ith  such an appropria te , 
hea rtfe lt rendering , i t  was, i t  was am azing. I t  was hea rt-w rench in g  to  be there 
and kn o w  th a t th is  tr ib u te  was being poured  o u t fo r m y husband , b u t i t  was, i t  
was ju s t ,  i t  was the  m ost honorab le  th in g  I've ever experienced.
As people spoke, the  clergy m em bers stood near Jack , o r w a lked  s low ly clockw ise
a round  the  circ le . Two to  th ree people spoke between each poem reading. As such, the
body o f the  r itu a l was qu ite  long, extend ing  fo r over tw o hours . No one w ith  w hom  I
spoke com pla ined  abou t the  leng th  o f the  service. Ja ck  likew ise fe lt th a t the  tim e  fo r
open sha ring  by  the co m m u n ity  was preferable to  a tra d it io n a l service w here “y o u ’re
look ing  a t eve iybody’s head.” S ho rtly  before h is  fa th e r’s funera l. Ja ck  a ttended an
A m erican c iv il fu n e ra l fo r a fr ie n d ’s fa the r, and  th is  is how  he reports  h is  reaction :
We d id n ’t  go a round  the room  like  th a t. ... I t  was ju s t  a regu la r funera l.
E ve ry th ing  was qu ie t. One person w ou ld  come u p  to  [the decedent] and  speak 
to h im  maybe in  p riva te , q u ick ly  o r w hatever, b u t th a t was abou t it. Nobody 
was given a chance to  speak on the floo r and say how  they feel abou t every th ing
Here, K uss ina  describes the  M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  logo.
154
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
on a a round  the  room  basis, you  know . And p lus , you  w eren ’t  s itt in g  in  a c irc le  
e ither. Y ou ’re s itt in g  a ll lined  u p  back to  back, look ing  a t the  back o f 
eve iybody’s head. Not look ing  a t everybody’s face, y o u ’re look ing  a t eve iybody’s 
head. T h a t’s n o t n ice e ither. B u t, tra d it io n a lly  th a t ’s the  w ay i t ’s done.
A t the  end o f the  open fo ru m  fo r grieving, the  clergy m em bers re tu rn e d  to  the sc rip t
fo r the cakes and w ine  cerem ony, w h ich  was conducted exactly accord ing to  the m odal
fu ll m oon te m p la te ."  The cakes and ale cerem ony is  p robab ly  so seldom alte red
because (1) i t  m arks  the  end o f the  body o f the  r itu a l unam b iguous ly ; (2) i t  inc ludes the
core theolog ica l sta tem ents o f M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle; and  (3) because m ost o f the
congregation enjoys p a rtic ip a tin g  in  it. D u rin g  the  cakes and w ine  cerem ony the
ce lebrants played Bette M id le r’s (1989) song The W ind Beneath M y Wings on a stereo.
The clos ing o f the  r itu a l was short. The congregation stood and faced in w a rd
tow ard  the a lta r. The p ries t and priestess re tu rn e d  to  the  center o f the  c irc le  fo llow ing
the  cakes and w ine  cerem ony, and d ism issed the god and goddess. B o th  A lyssa and
Sayward in tu ite d  th e ir  d ism issa ls , so the  de ta ils  have n o t been preserved. The qua rte rs
were then  d ism issed in  the reverse order. Th is  process was m u ch  sho rte r th a n  usua l,
since each q u a rte r ca lle r was scrip ted  to m ake on ly  a single sta tem ent. As usua l, the
congregation faced the appropria te  d irec tion , and  m ade an appropria te  hand  gesture.
The q u a rte r d ism issa ls  are reproduced below:
East -  "The sun  w ill rise again."
South  -  "Life continues."
W est - "Love is a ll th a t we can be sure of."
N orth  - "O n ly the  M o the r is  e terna l."
The conven tiona l M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  fu l l  m oon r itu a l uses a song e n title d  “The 
C irc le  is  Open” to  com plete the  circle. The s tand ing  congregation jo in s  hands, ra is in g  
th e ir  hands over th e ir  heads a fte r the  th ird  tim e  th ro u g h  the song. In  th is  instance, the 
ce lebrants su b s titu te d  ano the r song in  the same place. I have n o t seen any o the r 
ins tance  o f a  s u b s titu tio n  in  th is  place, fo r the  same reason th a t there are seldom 
changes to  the  cakes and w ine  ceremony. In  the  o the r cases, where there  was a r itu a l 
tem pla te  to  be fo llow ed I have n o t seen a lte ra tions  made. The ly rics  to  the  song were:
See chap te r 4.
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W hen we are gone, they  w ill rem ain .
W ind  and rock, fire  and ra in .
They w ill rem ain , w hen we re tu rn .
The w in d  w ill b low  and the  fire  w il l  b u rn .
This song a rticu la tes  a v is ion  o f im m o rta lity  th a t is cons is ten t w ith  the  “n a tu ra l 
w o rld ” m odel I d iscussed in  chap te r six. Th is song was repeated three tim es in  the 
u su a l way. “The c irc le  is open” is  sung in  an upbea t, energetic way, w h ile  th is  song was 
sung in  a w ay th a t cou ld  on ly  be described as a dirge. There were none o f the  u su a l 
chorus line  k ic ks  o r a rm  sw ing ing  th a t n o rm a lly  occurs -  There was no d o u b t th a t th is  
event m em oria lized a tra u m a tic  passing.
The Firehouse Reception
Fo llow ing  the  in v ita tio n -o n ly  Neo-Pagan Funera l, there was a recep tion  he ld  a t a
firehouse near the  Bow m an fa m ily  hom e in  Groen. Th is reception was coord ina ted  by
Jeff, a  fa m ily  fr ie n d  w ho attended the  v iew ing  on the  f irs t  day. J e ff had  adopted Ja ck  as
a second fa the r, and fe lt th a t i t  was very im p o rta n t to  offer som eth ing fo r h is  m entor.
He organized everyth ing, a lthoug h  M ay pa id  fo r the  event. The event was w e ll a ttended
by bo th  m em bers o f the  Neo-Pagan C o m m un ity  and by Ja c k ’s A m erican  c iv il friends.
Jeff, a non-Pagan, organized the  reception to  be cons is ten t w ith  the  A m erican  c iv il
re lig ion . M ay expla ins:
I t ’s cus tom ary  to have fr iends  and fa m ily  over a fte r a funera l, to  k in d  o f b reak 
bread together and  have a fu n e ra l feast and  socialize a l it t le  b it. A nd  m any 
tim es the  on ly  tim e  fa m ily  m em bers get together is  fo r w eddings and funera ls .
People don ’t  see each o the r very o ften and  th ings  like  tha t. A nd  i t ’s p re tty  m uch  
a com m on A m erican custom  to  do tha t.
There were abou t fo rty  ro u n d  fo ld ing  tab les set u p  in  the firehouse h a ll, and lig h t 
food set u p  by  the ca terer bu ffe t style. No speeches were made. Folks m ing led  and 
cha tted  fo r abou t tw o hours . I no ticed  th a t m ost o f J a c k ’s secu lar fr iends  sa t together 
a t tables, and  m ost o f h is  Neo-Pagan friends sat together. There was lit t le  cross over 
because few o f J a c k ’s secu lar fr iends  knew  h is  Neo-Pagan friends, and  vice versa.
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There was a sm all-sca le  repeat o f the  “g aun tle t o f hugs” from  the view ing, as people w ho 
were unab le  to a ttend  the view ing  pa id  th e ir  respects to  May.
Th is p a r tic u la r  r itu a l represented a rad ica l depa rtu re  from  the fune ra ls  I w itnessed 
fo r o the r Neo-Pagans. None o f the  o the r fune ra ls  in c luded  a separate reception, or 
a n y th in g  resem bling  a separate reception. W hen Ja ck  died, however, he was in  the 
p rim e  o f h is  life  w ith  a trem endous am o u n t o f social cap ita l across tw o com m unities . 
The firehouse reception m ay have been an in d ica tio n  th a t Ja ck  had m ore social cap ita l 
in  both the Neo-Pagan and  Am erican c iv il com m unities  th a n  any o f m y o the r cases. Some 
o f m y in fo rm a n ts  had  receptions a ttended by o the r Neo-Pagans. More cases w o u ld  be 
needed to  c la r ify  w he the r th is  is  an id iosyncrasy o r an in d ica tio n  o f socia l cap ita l.
Cremation and  the Period P rior to In term ent
Ja ck  was crem ated the day a fte r the  Neo-Pagan funera l. M ay exp la ins th a t i t  was
im p o rta n t th a t Ja ck  be crem ated because fire  was so essentia l to  h is  persona l energy:
I don ’t  believe in  p u tt in g  someone’s body in  the  g round  and ju s t  le ttin g  i t  ro t.
And Ja ck  hated  the  cold. He like d  heat. He hated  the  cold, and  the  snow, and 
the ice, and a ll th a t; he like d  the heat. W hen we used to  have a fireplace, he 
w ou ld  lay  on the floo r as close to  the  fire  as he cou ld  get, and  h is  D a lm a tian  dog 
w ou ld  lay  on the  ledge w ith  h im , and  h is  fu r  w o u ld  get so h o t th a t i f  you  
touched it ,  y o u r hand  w o u ld  get bu rned . He loved it .  And the  tw o o f them  ju s t  
loved the heat, loved the  sum m ertim e, loved the  sun. And i t  was ju s t  so m uch  
more appropria te  to crem ate h is  body, and le t h im  have th a t heat, th a n  to p u t 
h im  in  the  cold g round  to ro t. He w ou ld  have hated  tha t.
M ay ’s decis ion was qu ite  typ ica l in  th is  regard -  In  m y case seven fo r example, the
decedent was a clergy m em ber w ho had served a Neo-Pagan tem ple near Las Vegas fo r
over a decade. H er husban d  scattered he r ashes there  because he fe lt th a t the  tem ple
had  become so m u ch  a p a r t o f her. L ikew ise, the  decedent in  case 6 was b u rie d  u n d e r
the  fa m ily ’s ch icken  coop because the  (canine) decedent had  spent the  m a jo rity  o f h is
life  “ try in g  to  get a t those ch ickens.”
The fa m ily  was in v ite d  to a ttend  the  crem ation , b u t a ll declined. Ja c k  expla ins:
W ho the  heck w ou ld  w a n t to  see tha t?  Nobody w anted  to  see th a t. Everybody 
was cu rio u s  abou t it, b u t nobody w anted  to  go see it. Go le a m  abou t i t  some
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other way. Everybody w anted  to  see w h a t procedure was invo lved w ith  it, b u t 
no t th a t bad. So nobody w en t to  [the crem ation].
M ay p icked  u p  J a c k ’s ashes several weeks la te r. The ashes were in  a b la ck  p las tic  u rn
provided by the c rem ato rium . W hen the  ashes were re tu rned  home, they were placed a t
the  center o f a large sh rine  on a bu ffe t tab le  in  the fa m ily  room. K uss ina  expla ins:
He was on m y bu ffe t. ... S trange th in g  to have on a buffe t. I t ’s a long  piece o f 
fu rn itu re , abou t seven feet long, m aybe, w ith  a ll o rna te  filig rees in  the  doors, 
edging, w ide r panels ins ide  the  doors and  brass knobs, and  th is  b ig  m ir ro r  over 
it, th a t m y  dad had  bough t fo r m y m om , and the  w a ll sconces were on e ithe r 
side, and he was in  the m idd le , in  fro n t o f the  m irro r, w ith  th is  s ta tue  o f Pan on 
one side and  th is  s ta tue  o f Ganesh on the  o the r side, and the re  was a god 
candle and a goddess candle, in  the  tw o brass candle ho lders w ith  the  c u t glass 
th ings , the  chande lie r th in g s  th a t m a tch  the  w a ll sconces a c tu a lly  -  A  garage 
sale find . And in  fro n t o f h is  box th a t he was in  a t the  tim e, was a large shell... 
Abalone, th a t ’s it. A nd I p u t  in  flow er peta ls, th a t I ’d  sun -d ried  from  the  w rea ths 
th a t were a t the  fu n e ra l p a rlo r w ith  h im ... I t  was s tu ff  from  a round  the house 
th a t we liked , and  we p u t i t  there  because he like d  i t  too.
A nd  [mom] moved h is  tw o sta tues over there. ...The s ta tue  o f the  a rcher was 
a g ift th a t m y m om  b ough t fo r m y dad. ... A nd  he loved it. He th o u g h t i t  was 
beau tifu l. And i t  was appropria te  to have som eth ing  th a t was such  a s ign ifican t 
g ift w ith  h im  on th a t so rt o f a lta r, and the  god and goddess candles were o f 
course appropria te  fo r any a lta r, and  in  the d ish , in  the  abalone shell, was a ll 
flowers from  the  w rea ths from  the  fu n e ra l and  there  was a tw izz le r in  there  
because he like d  tw izz lers... I th in k  i t  was on h is  b ir th d a y  I to o k  a tw izz le r o u t o f 
the d raw er and p u t i t  in  there. I ju s t  k in d  o f came over and ta lked  to  h im  
sometimes. Once in  a w h ile . I ’d p ic k  u p  the box and hug  it.
M ay also reported th a t she pe riod ica lly  hand led  the  u rn  o f ashes fo r s im ila r reasons. 
She placed on the  sh rine  the  lit t le  he rba l pouch  from  Natalie, a bo ttle  o f h is  favorite  
Polish b lackbe rry  liq u o r, and several o f h is  r itu a l tools. M ay also reca lls p u tt in g  one o f 
K uss ina ’s pa in ting s  near the  shrine.
Ja ck  was in te rre d  a t a special Sam hain  r itu a l on October 31, 2004. In  the seven 
m on ths  between h is  death in  M arch  and h is  b u ria l, he resided on the sh rine  K uss ina  
described above. C learly, th is  is  in  v io la tio n  o f the  Am erican c iv il un d e rs ta n d in g  o f the  
boundaries between the liv in g  and the  dead. K uss ina  records the  beg inn ing  o f he r 
rec ip roca l re la tio n sh ip  w ith  he r fa the r as an agentic ancestor. U n like  a tra d it io n a l 
society, however, there  is  no form alized griev ing th a t occurs d u r in g  th is  period. Each 
m o u rn e r cou ld  choose to  in te ra c t o r n o t in te ra c t depending u p o n  th e ir  personal 
in c lin a tio n  -  however, w ith  J a c k ’s ashes s itt in g  in  p la in  v iew  in  the  fa m ily  room ,
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everyone w ho entered had to  active ly choose to  in te ra c t o r n o t in te rac t. Anne reports  
the  f irs t tim e  she saw the shrine , she th o u g h t “oh, h i Ja ck .” Th is encoun te r fo r death 
was som ewhat o f a shock fo r m any o f the  people, in c lu d in g  A m erican  Neo-Pagans, w ho 
had  such a d irec t and  unexpected encoun te r w ith  death  in  a place where one w o u ld  no t 
n o rm a lly  expect to  encoun ter the  dead.
B u ria l
Ja ck  was b u rie d  in  a p u b lic  r itu a l he ld  a t L u g h ’s Garden, the  Bow m an fa m ily  
residence, on S am hain  eve the O ctober fo llow ing  h is  death. The r itu a l was perform ed in  
tw o parts , the  f irs t  p a rt being the  re g u la rly  scheduled M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  sem i­
p u b lic  S am hain  r itu a l, and  the  second p a rt a graveside b u r ia l service. M ay exp la ins 
w hy  she chose S am hain  fo r th is  im p o rta n t r itu a l:
S am hain is  the  tra d it io n a l tim e  o f re leasing s p ir its  th a t have passed d u r in g  th a t 
year. ... T h a t is w hen the  ve il between the  w orlds is  th in , th a t ’s the  tim e  to  say 
goodbye to  o u r departed th a t le ft us  in  the  lig h t, in  the  life , and ... i t ’s the  h igh  
ho ly  day fo r w itches, and  as fa r as I ’m  concerned there cou ld  n o t have been a 
m ore appropria te  n ig h t to  in te r  h im  and  to  release h is  sp irit.
The clergy o f the  Sam ha in  r itu a l were w e ll aware bo th  th a t Ja ck  w ou ld  be b u rie d  a t 
the  conc lus ion  o f the  r itu a l, and  th a t th is  r itu a l w ou ld  be very s ign ifican t fo r J a c k ’s 
im m edia te  fam ily , so a ll the  stops were p u lle d  out. The r itu a l was an e labora tion  o f the 
Inn a n a  m y th " ,  where the  goddess In n a n a  descends in to  the w o rld  o f the  dead in  order 
to  retrieve the sou l o f a loved one, and  succeeds by  leaving he r own sou l in  exchange. 
Th is Sam hain r itu a l had  tw o circ les instead  o f the  u su a l one: (1) A c irc le  o f congregants 
w ho w o u ld  stay in  the  w o rld  o f the  liv in g  to  p ray  fo r those w ho w o u ld  descend in to  the 
u n d e rw o rld  and  (2) a c irc le  o f those w ho were in  the underw orld . A th ird  group, 
in c lu d in g  May, were to trave l to  the w o rld  o f the  dead. Those in  the  “ liv in g ” c irc le  
w a lked  in  a clockw ise fash ion, w h ile  those in  the  “dead” c irc le  w a lked  in to  a 
counterc lockw ise  fash ion , c rea ting  a pow erfu l energy vortex, p a rtic u la r ly  a t the  p o in t 
where the tw o c irc les m et. There were abou t seventy attendees a t the  tw o r itu a ls , an
"  Th is is a p a rt o f B aby lon ian  m ythology.
159
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
u n u s u a lly  large figu re  because i t  inc luded  a nu m b e r o f Ja c k ’s non-Pagan re la tives and 
fa m ily  friends.
The f irs t  r i tu a l was very com plex and  involved the  en tire  coven, in c lu d in g  people 
from  o u t o f tow n. A lthough  everyone appreciated the  h a rd  w o rk  th a t w en t in to  the 
r itu a l, there were several concerns voiced abou t the  r itu a l, p a rtic u la r ly  by im m edia te  
fa m ily  m em bers: (1) Ja c k ’s energy was firey, and  the r itu a l was very d a rk  and  earthy; 
as such, i t  was n o t appropria te  to J a c k ’s energy and n o t som eth ing he h im se lf w ou ld  
have pa rtic ipa ted  in . (2) The r itu a l was too com plex and beyond the  m eans o f the  coven 
to  successfu lly  accom plish  w ith o u t a fa r greater a m o u n t o f rehearsa l th a n  was a c tu a lly  
a ttem pted. (3) The r itu a l departed so ra d ica lly  from  the  u su a l M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle 
fo rm a t th a t in d iv id u a ls  w ho d id  n o t a ttend  the  rehearsa ls d id  n o t kn o w  w hen  to 
p rove rb ia lly  s it, s tand, and kneel. I w ou ld  add a fo u rth  p o in t th a t since the  r itu a l 
emphasized a h ig h ly  specialized m ythos th a t m ost o f the  p a rtic ip a n ts  lacked em otiona l 
com m itm en t to  the  r itu a l. These fo u r po in ts  had  the collective effect o f rende ring  a 
r itu a l th a t was in tended  to  be “h ig h  energy” to  be a “ low  energy” r itu a l because the 
co m m u n ity  was n o t “d ire c tin g  th e ir  energy” in  a cohesive m anner -  i.e. enough people 
flubbed  lines o r m ade erro rs  in  r itu a l actions th a t the  r itu a l as a whole had  the  feeling 
o f a perform ance to  the  pa rtic ip a n ts . The c r it ic a l feeling o f com m un itas  was m iss ing  
from  the r itu a l.
I v iew  th is  r itu a l to be som ewhat id iosyncra tic . Cases 2, 4, 6, and  7 he ld  b u r ia l 
r itu a ls  independent o f any o the r r itu a l. Case 3 had  a b u r ia l r i tu a l im m ed ia te ly  
fo llow ing  a regu la rly  scheduled festiva l event th a t m ade no allowances fo r the  fu n e ra l to 
occur, and as such occurred in  exactly  the  same w ay th a t the  p a rtic ip a n ts  expected. In  
case 5, the re  was an Am erican  c iv il b u r ia l a m o n th  a fte r the  fune ra l. The ch ie f 
m ourners  perform ed the “m o u rn in g ” p a rt o f the  b u r ia l r itu a l as a p a rt o f a  re g u la rly  
scheduled S am hain  r itu a l. Thus, a lthoug h  tw o o f m y cases were a ttached to  large and 
com plex r itu a ls . J a c k ’s b u r ia l was the  on ly  one th a t was a ttached to  a  large, specia lly 
convened r itu a l th a t was a one-shot deal.
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The f irs t  r i tu a l was perform ed in  the  back ya rd  o f the  Bow m an fa m ily  residence, 
w h ich  is  located in  a ru ra l, wooded area on tw e n ty  five acres o f land . The second r itu a l 
was perform ed a t the  graveside, w h ich , w hen fac ing  the house from  the  street, was on 
the le ft hand  side o f the  house and s lig h tly  tow ards the street. The fa m ily  had  created a 
large m em oria l garden there. The design o f the  garden was created w ith  an eye tow ards 
J a c k ’s persona l energy. I t  in c luded  the sta tues th a t decorated h is  sh rine , “m oon and 
sta rs  w a term e lons” the  seeds o f w h ich  are sold by a com pany w ith  a nam e s im ila r  to  
the  nam e o f the  coven, and a large b ush  called a “ H enry Lauder W a lk ing  S tick ” bush. 
M ay describes how  the bush  was selected:
The H e n iy  Lauder W a lk ing  S tick  bu sh  th a t the  k id s  bough t ... is a h aze lnu t tree.
J a c k ’s favorite  n u ts  were haze lnu ts. I f  you  look  a t the  b ranches o f the  H enry
Lauder W a lk ing  S tick  haze lnu t bush , they are very crooked and tw is ty , a lm ost
like  w r ith in g  snakes, so rt of.
P rio r to  the r itu a l. Jack, J r . created a steel u rn  fo r the  ashes to  be b u rie d  in  instead  
o f the p las tic  u rn  th a t the  c rem a to rium  provided. He reported th a t he spent hou rs  
sh in ing  th a t u m  u p  u n t i l  i t  looked like  a m ir ro r  you  cou ld  shave w ith . He also dug  a 
hole in  the  center o f the  garden and fo u r sm alle r holes, one in  each c a rd in a l d irec tion  
from  the  center.
A t the  beg inn ing  o f the  r itu a l, m em bers o f the  co m m u n ity  assem bled in  a c irc le  
s u rro u n d in g  the grave, w h ich  was in  the  loca tion  o f the  no rm a l M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle 
a lta r. M em bers were in s tru c te d  to  choose a q u a rte r to  stand in  app rop ria te  to  th e ir  
personal energy. A c irc le  was cast counterc lockw ise . Each p a rtic ip a n t in  tu rn , s ta rtin g  
in  the west, took  the hand  o f the  person to  th e ir  r ig h t, and said “ H and to  hand , and 
hea rt to  heart, I b u ild  th is  c irc le  o f Ja ck .” The qua rte rs  were called by m em bers o f the  
coven tapped in  advance ." The Priest, Ray, invoked the God Lugh (pronounced Loo; 
Ja c k ’s p a tro n  deity) in to  h is  body. H arley then  invoked the Goddess Gaia, M ay ’s p a tro n  
de ity , in to  M ay ’s body. Th is  is  a  departu re  fro m  the  no rm a l proeedure. M ay then
"  The te x t o f these q u a rte r ca lls and  the fo llow ing  invoca tions o f the  God and Goddess, 
were n o t preserved. They were in  no w ay a typ ica l however. In  p a rticu la r, H arley spoke 
o f re leasing J a c k ’s sou l and le ttin g  h im  move on. She also spoke o f the  im portance  o f 
the  co m m u n ity  m oving  on.
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“passed” the goddess energy to  H arley by p lac ing  he r hands on H arley ’s shou lders and
then  em bracing, so th a t H arley cou ld  con tinue  w ith  the r itu a l in  he r role as priestess.
M ay and he r ch ild re n  entered the  center o f the  c irc le , ju s t  on the  m arg ins  o f the  garden,
aided by Harley. M ay b rie fly  thanked  everyone fo r com ing, and  expressed how  m u ch  i t
m eant to  he r th a t everyone was there. She placed an eagle fea ther in  the hole in  the
east qua rte r, a b it  o f the  fire  candle from  a M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  r itu a l in  the  sou th
quarte r, a shot o f Ja c k ’s favorite  b la ckb e rry  b ra n d y  in  the w est qua rte r, and  a Samoa
G ir l Scout cookie in  the  n o rth  q u a rte r -  these were a ll th ings  th a t Ja ck  like d  and  as
such were p a rtic u la r ly  associated w ith  h is  persona l energy. M ay then  opened the  u m . "
She and the  k id s  took  a few sm a ll scoops o f the  ashes, and d is tr ib u te d  them  in  each o f
the  sm all holes in  each the quarte rs . M em bers o f the  coven were then  in v ite d  fo rw ard
to do the same i f  they  w ished; m ost d id . Th is  le ft abou t an in ch  o f clearance a t the  top
o f the u rn . R ich, the  o the r M o u n ta in  M oon C ircle sexton, placed J a c k ’s Leatherm an
u t i l i ty  kn ife  in  the u rn  w ith  h is  ashes, because “he never w en t anywhere w ith o u t i t , ”
and  resealed the  u m , w h ich  was lowered in to  the  cen tra l hole by  May. The im m edia te
fa m ily  th e n  back filled  the holes by  hand. H arley and  R ich then  d ism issed Goddess and
God, the  qua rte rs  were d ism issed, and  the  coven sang “The c irc le  is  open,” in  keeping
w ith  the  order o f the  fu ll  m oon r itu a l. There was an extended p o t- lu c k  feast and  social
h o u r fo llow ing  th a t lasted late in to  the n igh t.
M ay fe lt th a t th is  r i tu a l was a ve iy  pow erfu l hea ling  experience fo r he r as ch ie f
m ourner. She said:
I was so em o tiona lly  invo lved in  it. To be honest w ith  you, I d id n ’t  kn o w  w h a t 
anybody was doing. A ll I kn o w  is  th a t i t  w orked  fo r me. I fe lt J a c k ’s presence, I 
fe lt the  presence o f the  Goddess and God there. I fe lt extrem ely com forted w hen 
we d id  the a c tu a l in te rn m e n t, and I called in  Gaia, to  enter [Harley], and  she 
entered me firs t. A nd  w hen I s ta rted  to  ca ll h e r in , she ju s t  com ple te ly entered 
myself. And I cou ld  feel th a t lig h t u p  from  w ith in . And I kn o w  m y w hole  body 
re laxed and I fe lt com forted and I was able to  sm ile, fo r the  f irs t  tim e  in  a  long 
tim e. A nd  w hen I called h e r in to  [Harley] she also w en t in to  her, b u t  she also 
rem ained w ith in  me a t the  same tim e, w h ich , w hen yo u ’re a goddess, yo u  can do
Ja ck  was in it ia lly  b u rie d  in  the  p las tic  u rn  p rovided by the c rem a to rium  due to  a 
m isunde rs tan d ing . Several days la te r he was q u ie tly  d is in te rred  and rebu ried  in  the 
po lished chrom e u m  th a t Ja ck  J r . m ade fo r h im , where he rem ains today.
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those th ings . ... I t ’s a fillin g . I t ’s as tho u g h  yo u ’re  ju s t  fille d  w ith  energy and  ju s t  
fille d  w ith  lig h t and  peace and ca lm  and unde rs tand ing , where y o u ’re n o t tense 
and w orried  abou t any th ing , th a t you  know , “oh, ok, th ings  are a ll going to  be 
fine. Th is is  how  i t ’s m ean t to be, so i t ’s a ll going to  be o k .”
In  m y case 5, the  decedent’s fa ther, M ike, he ld  a tra d it io n a l b u r ia l fo r h is  teenage 
son near where he grew u p  in  O k lahom a abou t s ix  weeks a fte r the  Neo-Pagan funera l. 
B u t M ike reserved h is  griev ing  fo r S am hain  is  a w ay rem in iscen t o f M ay’s g riev ing 
process:
One o f m y  m anagem ent techn iques fo r dea ling  w ith  the g rie f was te ll the  s to ry  a 
lo t, le t m yse lf c ry  w hen I to ld  it. B u t w hen I needed to  p u t i t  aside w hen I 
needed to go to w ork , o r w hatever, I to ld  m yse lf “You can deal w ith  a ll th is  a t 
Bone Dance in  O ctober,” because (A) [M a tt’s] b ir th d a y  is  O ctober the  th ir t ie th . 
Bone Dance is  always r ig h t a round  Halloween, o f eourse the  ve il is  the  th in n e s t 
then , and th a t ju s t  seemed like  an appropria te  date to  make. “M a tt, yo u  and I 
have a date then , in  the  m ean tim e. I ’m  going to  go on w ith  m y life , and  i f  I have 
an in c id e n ta l b reakdow n o r w hatever, th a t ’s fine, b u t I ’m  n o t going to 
consciously do a lo t o f w o rk  on processing the  grief, u n t i l  th e n .”
I got to  bone dance abou t m id n ig h t... w h ich  was by then  h is  b irth d a y . And 
obviously, I had the  w hole  car ride  ... to  be w ith  myself, so I was ge tting  p re tty  
somber. And over th a t sum m er, [m y fo rm er g irlfr iend ] and  I had  moved o u t b u t 
kep t da ting . A nd  a fte r M a tt died, I ju s t  s h u t dow n and w ithd rew . A nd  i t  was 
k in d a  like , th a t was the  beg inn ing  o f the  end. W e’re s t ill dear friends, w e ’re ju s t  
no t dating . T ha t sum m er she s ta rted  lean ing  on [someone else]... She d id n ’t  
stop seeing me, we ju s t  d id n ’t  see each o the r m uch . O f course, you  kn o w  we’ve 
always had an open, som eth ing  between an open m arriage and polygam y, or 
w hatever, and  she had  in v ite d  [someone else] to  go w ith  her. ... I knew  they were 
going to  be there, i t  w a sn ’t  a shock, and  as soon as I get there  she comes 
ru n n in g  u p  and gives me a b ig  hug  and helps me get settled and a ll, and  th a t 
was a ll good. B u t as I w a lked  in to  the c irc le , I saw her there  in  [ano the r fe llow ’s] 
arm s, and th a t was very d if f ic u lt  and  a ll, because no m a tte r how  m agnan im ous 
and po ly  you  w a n t to  believe you  are, a t y o u r w eakest m om ents, y o u ’re s t il l 
hum an. T ha t was rea lly  d iff ic u lt, and  I so a lm ost le ft. T ha t was so p a in fu l. A nd 
lu c k ily  m y m in d  was in  con tro l s till,  barely, and  said “No, th a t ’s n o t w h y  y o u ’re 
here. ... You have business w ith  M a tt, ... you  and M a tt have a date, deal w ith  
it, suck  i t  u p  and deal w ith  i t . ”
So, I tr ie d  to center m yself, I w en t dow n to  the  w a rm ing  fire , got some food, 
w en t u p  to the Tem ple, tr ie d  to  m edita te , d id  m y best to s tay there, tr ie d  to  p lay 
the d rum s, th a t w asn ’t  w o rk ing , f in a lly  s ta rted  w a lk in g  the  circle. I ’m  by  m yse lf 
the  w hole tim e. [I was] fee ling very em pty th is  w ho le  tim e  [and] feeling very 
Sony fo r myself. I ’m  try in g  to  get in  -  get centered, and s p ir itu a lly  connected 
where I can d rum , where I can pa rtic ipa te , ... where I can be p a r t o f the  circle.
A bou t the  second o rb it [a round  the circ le ], the  floodgates b u rs t loose, and  I 
ju s t  s ta rted  c ry ing  and  a t th a t p o in t I was confirm ed w hy th a t was w here I 
needed to  do th is , because w ith in  seconds [m y fo rm er g irlfr iend ] ... [She] 
grabbed m y a rm  and lite ra lly  lead me a round  the  circ le , because I co u ld n ’t  see, I 
was cry ing . Nobody else touched me, b u t I was su rrounded  by  people w ith  eagle 
feathers, and ra ttle s  p ro tec ting  me.
I w en t a round  the c irc le  u n t i l  I co u ld n ’t  b reathe because o f m y  allergies, and 
then  I w en t and  sat on the  hay bale, and ... I had  people beh ind  me w ith  a ra ttle .
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ho ld ing  space, I had  people com ing u p  to  me, strangers, ... Everybody d id  
som eth ing d iffe ren t. ... I was w e ll taken  care of, p a rtic u la r ly  by the  elders.
I t  got overw helm ing. S ittin g  on th a t hay bale, the  pure  energy, the  love, the  
positive got so overw helm ing, I co u ld n ’t  take it. I t  was so m uch. I described i t  
as w a te rfa lls  o f jo y  w ash ing  away the  tears, the  sadness. I used th a t phrase 
then  and  i t  s t i l l  applies, i t  was so accurate. I t  was a to rre n t o f positive  energy 
w ash ing  away the  sadness, and d ifficu lty .
So I had  to  get u p  ... I got u p  and  s ta rted  w a lk in g  a round  the c irc le , and I ’m  
w a lk in g  a round , and I no ticed  a very cu te  young  lady  w earing n o t a lo t, and  she 
had on th is  very tra n sp a re n t top  over like  a h a lte r o r som ething, and  she was 
ta k in g  the tra n s lu ce n t top  off, and  I ’m  n o tic in g  a ll o f th is . A nd  I k in d  o f w en t 
“w a it a  m in u te !” ... T ha t was n o t a t a ll o u t o f cha rac te r fo r me, to observe th is , 
and feel the  w ay I d id . B u t i t  was very m u ch  o u t o f context. T h a t’s n o t w here I 
was. U n t il I realized -  “M a tt c u t i t  OUT!” I t  was M a tt screw ing w ith  me. He got 
ins ide  m y head, and  said “dad look a t her, look  a t tha t! She’s cu te  h u h ?  W ell, i f  
you  don ’t  w a n t h e r I do!” Yeah, he was there, abso lu te ly , he was there.
Even tho u g h  th is  exam ple from  case 5 was n o t a b u r ia l r itu a l, i t  shared m any  o f the
hea ling  e lem ents o f the  b u r ia l r i tu a l in  the  o the r cases. I t  was seven m o n th s  a fte r the
decedent’s death. I t  was perform ed p r im a r ily  by the  ch ie f m ourne r. I t  was in tended  to
deal w ith  the  ch ie f m o u rn e r’s grief, to  w ash i t  away. And very im p o rta n tly , we see the
agentic decedent peeking h is  head in to  the  r itu a l a t the  very end. I t  is  th is  sub jec t th a t
we consider next.
Exam ples o f  In te raction  w ith  the Agentic Ancestor
In  these examples, I w il l p resent e thnog raph ic  evidence fo r the  post-m ortem  agency 
as a Neo-Pagan sees it. In  p a rticu la r, I w il l em phasize the  s tru c tu ra l fea tures th a t a llow  
a Neo-Pagan to  d is tin g u ish  between com m un ica tion  from  an agentic ancestor and non- 
com m un ica tive  events. Each representa tive exam ple w il l  be fo llowed by  a b r ie f 
d iscuss ion  o f im p o rta n t s tru c tu ra l features.
Jack  and  a D irty  Dog
Ela ine is  o u r g randda ugh te r... and  Ja ck  passed away, she was s t i l l  three. And 
she was ju s t  the  apple o f h is  eye. They p layed together a lo t, she loved h e r 
grandpa Jack , she w en t to  the h osp ita l m any, m any, m any, m any tim es to  v is it. 
...W ell Jack , fo r a lm ost a year, w hen we f irs t  s ta rted  p la n n in g  to  get th is  house, 
she w an ted  a puppy. So Ja ck  ke p t saying, “w hen we move in to  the house. I ’m  
going to  get you  a d ir ty  dog.” “gonna get you  a d ir ty  dog. For y o u r b irth d a y . I ’m  
gonna get yo u  a d ir ty  dog.” C o u ldn ’t  be a clean dog. Had to be a d ir ty  dog, 
r igh t.
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W ell, we have to  b a ck tra ck  a few years. Long before E la ine  was bo rn , w hen 
m y k id s  were lit t le . We bad a D a lm a tian . A c tu a lly  we bad the  D a lm a tian  before 
the k id s  were born . A nd  the D a lm a tian  was J a c k ’s dog. A nd  obviously,
D a lm atians  bave spots. Every year fo r Halloween, Ja ck  w o u ld  take a m agic 
m a rke r and d raw  stripes dow n the  m idd le  o f the  dog’s forehead, down to  b is  
nose. And th a t was [the dog’s] Halloween costum e. He bad  a s tripe  dow n the 
m idd le  o f b is  nose. And th is  w e n t on  year, a fte r year, a fte r year, every 
Halloween, th is  dog w ou ld  have a s tripe  down the  m idd le  o f b is  nose w ith  b lack  
m agic m arke r. And o f course, even tua lly  i t  w o u ld  w ear away. ...
[Years la ter] we decided, we’re gonna get a dog fo r Ja ck  J r ., cause every boy 
shou ld  have a dog. So we w en t to  the pound , and  we found  th is  dog, i t  was a 
Shepard m ix , and th is  dog, we nam ed [her] m isch ie f. She was always in  troub le . 
She was a cool dog, b u t she was like  the  H o u d in i o f dogdom. She cou ld  get ou t 
o f anyth ing . W ell, she was a b row n -and -w b ite  Shepard m ix  dog. Ja ck  decided 
every H alloween be was going to  d raw  spectacles a round  th is  dog. No s tripe  -  
th is  dog got b lack  m agic m a rke r spectacles every Halloween. ...
So, Sambo bad  always w anted  a dog. She bad  always w anted  a h u s k y  w ith  
one b lue  eye and one b row n eye, b u t we cou ld  never a ffo rd  a pu rebred  like  tha t.
So we ju s t  never got h e r he r buskey. A nd  she was the  k in d  o f k id  th a t d id n ’t  
com p la in  and  d id n ’t  beg fo r th ings , and  everyth ing, so she ju s t  never got he r 
dog. So, lo  and  behold, tim e  passes, and  E la ine is  bom , and Ja ck  is  p rom is ing  
b is  g randdaugh te r a d ir ty  dog fo r he r b irth d a y . W ell, be passed away before her 
b ir th d a y  came. Two weeks before h e r b irth d a y , Sam bo’s Ja ck  gets th is  phone 
ca ll from  h is  boss, h is  bosses w ife w o rks  fo r a ve t and  someone had  been 
abusing  and neg lecting th is  dog, and they took  i t  away, and  they  were look ing  
fo r a  hom e fo r th is  dog. So, the  boss th o u g h t o f Jack, knew  he had a lit t le  g irl, 
said, w e ’ve got th is  dog, do you  w a n t it?  A nd he says. I ’ve got to  ask  Sambo and 
see i f  she w an ts  it. He says. 111 te ll you  w ha t. I l l  b r in g  you  the  dog, take the 
dog home, le t h e r take a look  and  see i f  she likes  the  dog. So he says ok.
So he b rings the dog in . I t ’s a  husky. One blue eye, one b row n eye. W ith a 
black stripe  dow n the m idd le  o f  its  nose, and  b lack m arkings around its  eyes. 
S am antha was b low n away. ... So she says, does the  dog have a nam e? He 
says, yeah, the  dog’s nam e is Angel. Needless to  say, they kep t the  dog. Two 
weeks before h e r b irth d a y , [em phasis added]
M ay te rm s the  coincidences noted in  ita lic s  above synchronicities. They are am ong 
the core pieces o f evidence considered by a Neo-Pagan in  de te rm in ing  i f  a p a r tic u la r 
event cons titu tes  Post-M ortem  com m un ica tion . M agic in  ac tion  looks like  lu ck . One o f 
the  core features th a t d is tingu ishes  between an acc iden t and in te n tio n a l 
com m un ica tion  is  th a t the  person re lay ing  the com m un ica tion  m u s t have no p r io r  
know ledge o f the  synch ron ic ity . Ja c k ’s co-w orker cou ld  no t have kn o w n  o f Ja c k  S r.’s 
prom ise to h is  daugh te r o r o f the  s ign ificance o f the  m ark ings  on the  dog. M ay 
in te rp re ted  the m a rk ings  to  ind ica te  th a t i t  was Ja ck  (social iden tity ) and  n o t some 
o ther acto r com m un ica ting ; fu rthe rm ore , the  fo rm  o f the  object -  a dog -  ind ica ted  to 
M ay th a t Ja ck  was fu lf i l l in g  h is  prom ise to h is  g randdaugh te r (re la tiona l iden tity ).
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I t  is  very com m on fo r a Neo-Pagan to  receive messages from  a decedent th a t are v ia  
a p ro fessiona l psychic, e ithe r because the  Neo-Pagan sought o u t the  message, or 
because the  agentic ancestor sought out the mourner. A no ther example:
The E ng lish  Psychic
Ja ck  J r . ’s fr ie n d  Bobby, ... is ro u g h ly  the  same age as Jack. A nd  h is  fa the r 
passed away w ith in  tw o weeks o f Jack. Now I had  never m et h is  fa the r, never 
m et h is  m other. I knew  Bobby a lit t le  b it, because he was J a c k ’s buddy, b u t I 
d id n ’t  rea lly  know  h im  w ell. A nd  one day, we were w o rk ing  on the  house. ... I 
hear Ja c k  ho lle rin g  fo r me. Ok, so I got down o f the  ladder, and  I w en t a round  
the co rner in  fro n t o f the  b a m , and  I saw th is  w om an stand ing  there, and  Ja ck  
says m om , th is  is  B obby’s m om , I w anted  to  in troduce  you. She has som eth ing 
th a t she w an ts  to  show you.
So the  g irls  heard  he r over there, and  bo th  Sambo and K uss ina  came over to 
see w h a t was going on. And the w om an said, you  know  m y husban d  died r ig h t 
abou t the  same tim e  as y o u r husban d  d id . I said, "yeah.” A nd she said, “well, 
there was a psych ic th a t was ... p ro v id in g  psych ic  readings fo r people over in  
long is la n d  ....” And th is  w om an fo u n d  o u t abou t i t  and she decided she w anted  
to go to  see i f  she cou ld  con tac t h e r la te  husband. So she w en t and she was 
ta lk in g  to  th is  psych ic said th a t he contacted he r husband , and  he r husban d  
was saying th ings  abou t ... - Bobby and h is  b ro th e r had some w atches. A nd  one 
o f the  w atches broke. And th is  happened a fte r the  husband  passed. A nd  [the 
psychic] was ta lk in g  abou t “you  know , y o u r gonna have to get th a t w a tch  fixed .”
So, she was like , “how  d id  he kn o w  abou t th is , he ’s a lready dead w hen [the 
w atches b roke ].” So she’s obv ious ly  a ll w orked  u p  an em otiona l and  everyth ing, 
because i t ’s a p re tty  am azing th ing . And then , a ll o f a sudden, the  psych ic  
looked a t h e r and said “w ho ’s Jack?” And she k in d  o f d id  a double take and 
said “u h , um , m y son has a fr ie n d  nam ed Jack?” A nd the psych ic says, “W ell, 
d id  he loose h is  fa the r recently?” A nd  th is  w om an says, “yeah, he died r ig h t 
a round  the  same tim e  th a t m y husban d  d id .” He says, “W ell, I have Ja c k  here, 
and he says he w an ts  yo u  to  te ll h is  fa m ily  th a t he ’s ok, and th a t he said h i. ”
A nd the  w om an played the  tapes, because he had taped th is  session. A nd  you  
cou ld  hear th is  m an w ith  a B r it is h  accent saying, “W ho is  Jack? ”
A nd  th a t is  exactly  the  k in d  o f th in g  th a t Ja ck  w ou ld  have done. He w ou ld  
have looked a round  t iy in g  to  fin d  a w ay to get a message to  us. I t  w a sn ’t  com ing 
th ro u g h  to  me. And I ’m  sure I was ju s t  too em otiona lly  b locked to  receive 
anyth ing . So I can p ic tu re  h im  w a lk in g  u p  to  th is  to ta l s tranger, d id n ’t  kn o w  the 
guy, b u t knew  he was in  con tact, “by  the  way, w ho you  ta lk in ’ to?” “ I ’m  ta lk in ’ 
to m y w ife .” “W ell, is n ’t  y o u r k id  and  m y k id  friends?” “um , yeah.” “te ll 'em I 
said h i!” I m ean I cou ld  p ic tu re  Ja c k  do ing  th a t. Because th a t is  exactly  w h a t 
he w ou ld  do a ll the  tim e  any tim e  someone was on the phone. Every tim e  the 
phone rang. I ’d p ic k  u p  the  phone, answer, “w ho ’s on the  phone? Oh, w e ll te ll 
them  I said so-and-so.” So th is  ju s t  to ta lly  b lew  me away. To get th is  message 
like  th is . A nd  there have been a few o the r ins tances since then  where he has 
gotten a message th ro u g h  va rious  people and he has v is ited  me a few tim es. He 
ha sn ’t  ta lked  to  me, b u t he ’s m ade h is  presence know n. W h ich  is  k in d a  nice. A 
l it t le  strange, b u t i t ’s k in d a  nice.^®
T h is  s to ry  is selected from  h a lf  a dozen s im ila r examples. Th is  is  p robab ly  the  m ost 
com m on fo rm  o f post m ortem  co m m un ica tion  from  an agentic ancestor.
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In  th is  conversation , M ay is  c la rify in g  the c r ite r ia  by w h ich  she judged  the 
leg itim acy o f com m un ica tion . The person pe rfo rm ing  the  co m m un ica tion  had  no w ay o f 
know ing  the sign ificance o f the  in fo rm a tio n  they were p resenting  -  indeed, B obby’s 
m o the r is  n o t a Neo-Pagan. In  th is  case, the  socia l id e n tity  o f the  agentic ancestor was 
com m unica ted  d ire c tly  by the psychic, w ho had no w ay o f know ing  any re levant 
in fo rm a tio n  except th ro u g h  d iv in a tio n . F u rthe rm o re  the content o f  the com m unication is  
consistent w ith  the re la tiona l iden tity  M ay has im posed upon her husband -  In  o the r 
words, he said w h a t she expected h im  to  say. A s im ila r example:
M elody ’s Message
[Jack] ... sent a message th ro u g h  Melody. She was a t a -  n o t rea lly  a psych ic 
fa ir, b u t i t  was one o f those k in d s  o f places, w ith  the  h o lis tic  healing , and  ta ro t 
cards ... There was a psych ic  as w ell, and  [she] asked i f  there  was someone there 
who had  lo s t someone recen tly  whose nam e began w ith  a “J . ” A nd  M elody k in d  
o f ra ised he r hand  and said, “Yeah, I know  someone.” A nd  the  w om an said,
“W ell, h is  w ife  is  going th ro u g h  a lo t w ith  pack ing  boxes and  everyth ing .” A nd 
th a t was r ig h t a round  the  tim e  th a t we were pack ing  everyth ing  u p  and ge tting  
ready to  figu re  o u t where the  heck we were going to  be liv ing . So, she d id n ’t  
even te ll me abou t the  message, cause she ju s t  k in d  o f b lew  i t  o ff and  said,
“W ell, i t ’s ju s t  a lu c k y  guess, th a t k in d  o f th in g .”
B u t then  w hen 1 got th is  o the r message in  December, and  I said w h a t a 
com fort i t  was to  me to  kn o w  th a t yes h is  s p ir it  lives on. Because you  can say it, 
you  can give i t  l ip  service, yo u  can th in k  you  believe it, b u t the re ’s s t i l l  th a t 
w o rry  dow n ins ide  u n t i l  you  get concrete, absolute , can ’t  poss ib ly  d o u b t it ,  like  
th a t tape-recorded message. So th a t was such a re lie f fo r me to  kn o w  th a t, 
a lr ig h t h is  body ’s gone, b u t the  essentia l Jack , he ’s s t i l l  o u t there, keeping an 
eye on th in g s  and  s tay ing  invo lved in  w h a t he has to  do. He s t i l l  goes on.
In  th is  exam ple M ay and M elody come to the conc lus ion  th a t the  message m ay no t
be au then tic . The syn ch ro n ic ity  e lem ent was present in  pa rt, b u t i t  in it ia lly  sounded
like  the so rt o f vagueness th a t characterizes psychics w ho a ren ’t  connected w e ll to
sp ir it, by Neo-Pagan standards, o r w ho are ju s t  o u t-a n d -o u t frauds. None the less,
a fte r o the r s im ila r examples th a t in c lude  fa r m ore synchron ic ities . M ay comes to  the
ten ta tive  conc lus ion  th a t th is  m ay have been a genuine com m un ica tion , a lthoug h  she
on ly  cou ld  reach th a t com m un ica tion  th ro u g h  the co n firm a tio n  o f add ition a l, s im ila r
messages.
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“M y Side H u rts ”
Laura  was a t w o rk  [the day M a tt died]. ... She said i t  was the w e irdest th ing , 
th a t a fte rnoon before i t  happened, [she] s ta rted  b reak ing  dow n cry ing . “ I d id n ’t  
know  w h y  I was cry ing , and  m y side h u r t  som eth ing  fierce, and  I co u ld n ’t  figu re  
o u t w h y  or w h a t.” W ell i t  tu rn s  o u t th a t w hen [M att] landed on th a t ledge, h is  
side is  w h a t h it. And the  t im in g  co incided w ith  w hen she experienced th is .
None o f us  knew  th a t w hen she was te llin g  the story. B u t we pieced i t  together 
la te r w hen I got the  re p o rt from  the pa rks  service. M a tt d ied w hen he h it  th a t 
ledge. A fte r he landed on the  g round, he d id  a death ra ttle  fo r a  couple o f 
m inu tes , b u t th a t was ju s t  the  b ra in  stem  dying. B u t he was a lready gone. ...
He had some p re tty  m assive head tra u m a , th a t she d id n ’t  feel, th a t w o u ld  have 
happened a fte r he fe ll on  down.
W ell, she fe lt h is  side h it ,  so a t th a t m om ent they  were connected. M a tt 
reached ou t, and  1 guess she was the one th a t was the easiest to  get to, she was 
the m ost psych ica lly  aware a t the  m om ent, and she s ta rted  cry ing , so she was 
there. In  th a t in s ta n t they were connected.
In  th is  example, we see a th ird  m a jo r fo rm  o f com m un ica tion : C om m un ica tion  th a t 
is  a t the  m om ent o f death  from  the  decedent’s perspective, b u t th a t is  p r io r  to 
n o tif ica tio n  o f death from  the  perspective o f the  rec ip ien t o f the  message. The 
leg itim acy o f the  message was con firm ed  by syn ch ro n ic ity  -  L au ra  experienced the 
in ju ry  to  M a tt’s side a m o n th  p r io r  to  date th a t the  ch ie f m o u rne r acqu ired  the  same 
in fo rm a tio n  from  the m ed ica l exam iner.
Lights on. L ights o ff.
Steve and [T im othy] were bo th  v is ited  by M a tt a lo t d u rin g  the ne x t couple o f 
weeks. Steve was p robab ly  h is  best fr ie n d  a t the  tim e. ... T im o th y  w a sn ’t  
[psych ica lly  aware] ... b u t M a tt ke p t tu rn in g  lig h ts  o ff and on in  the room . A nd 
T im o thy  was s tay ing  w ith  Steve. A nd  T im o thy  w o u ld  go to  Steve and say I ’m  
scared, I th in k  M a tt is  do ing th is , and  Steve w ou ld  say “M a tt c u t i t  o u t,” and i t  
stopped. A nd  [it  happened] tw o o r th ree tim es m ore, and T im o thy  w o u ld  say 
“M a tt stop please,” and  i t  w o u ld  stop. Some tim es one o r tw o m ore [lig h t 
flashes], and i t  w ou ld  stop.
A t f irs t  glance, fla sh ing  lig h ts  seems to  be m ore cons is ten t w ith  a bad h o rro r f lic k  
th a n  w ith  serious re lig ious  experience. However the  experience M ike re lates here, 
seems cons is ten t w ith  o the r overtly  pa rano rm a l experiences th a t co n s titu te  
com m un ica tion  by a decedent. T im o th y  w itnessed M a tt ’s v io len t death -  indeed, he 
perform ed CPR on M a tt fo r nea rly  tw o h o u rs  u n t i l  param edics a rrived  on the  scene o f 
the  accident. So T im o th y ’s sheer p ro x im ity  to  M a tt a t the  tim e  o f h is  death  caused i t
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seem reasonable th a t M a tt (social iden tity ) w o u ld  choose to  com m unica te  w ith  T im o thy. 
F urthe rm ore , to  a ll involved th a t the  u n u s u a l l ig h t flashes were overtly  pa rano rm a l -  
n o t a m echan ica l fa ilu re  -  and co n s titu te d  com m un ica tion  from  the decedent, because 
they stopped w hen a liv in g  acto r in  the  room  spoke w ith  the decedent.
“ You’re La te !”
B u t o f course, Steve, be ing psych ica lly  aware, a c tu a lly  ta lked  to  M a tt over the 
next couple o f weeks. And he was going on to  ano the r p lane t, and he had  some 
big adventu re  on some o the r p lane t somewhere, and  was la te  -  he shou ld  have 
gone. He was p robab ly  supposed to  die [d u rin g  an  earlie r accident] and  d id n ’t. 
Because h is  sou l was la te  fo r i t ’s nex t appo in tm en t, accord ing to  Steve, [he had  
to go]. And Steve f in a lly  to ld  h im  “M a tt, GO! Y ou ’re late, go!”
The las t fo rm  o f com m un ica tion  1 w a n t to  d iscuss here is the  idea o f overt contact
w ith  the agentic ancestor m ade by a liv ing  actor. S u rp ris ing ly , i t  u s u a lly  is  the  ancestor
w ho in itia te s  con tac t w ith  the  liv in g  actor, n o t the  o the r way a round . However ce rta in
c ircum stances w a rra n t an a tte m p t to d ire c tly  con tac t the  decedent. In  th is  case, we see
a person w hom  the ch ie f m o u rn e r respects fo r h is  cons is ten t connectedness w ith  the
s p ir it w o rld  in it ia t in g  con tac t on h is  own accord, f o r  an  im portant sp ir itu a l purpose.
S im ila r d irec t a ttem p ts  to con tact a decedent m ig h t be made because the ch ie f m o u rn e r
needs an  im p o rta n t piece o f s p ir itu a l in fo rm a tio n  abou t h is  o r he r jo u rn e y  o f persona l
grow th; the  decedent m ig h t be in v ite d  to  in tervene in  the  a ffa irs  o f an associate
p a rtic u la r ly  because o f illness  o r because o f a  w o rld ly  p rob lem  o f grave im p o rt. The
m ost com m on tim e  to con tac t an agentic ancestor w ou ld  be Sam hain, and  m y
experience has been th a t th is  is the  m ost typ ica l tim e  a Neo-Pagan w o u ld  seek the
d irec t advice o f an ancestor in  absence o f an emergency. Some Neo-Pagans do n o t ever
d irec tly  con tac t the  agentic ancestor, b u t proceed from  the pos ition  th a t the  ancestor
w il l  seek them  o u t i f  there  is som eth ing su ffic ie n tly  im p o rta n t to be com m unicated .
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Summary
The A m erican Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l cycle s tru c tu ra lly  proceeds as fo llow s given a slow 
death in  hosp ita l;
(1) The decedent begins c rea ting  the socia l po rtions  o f th e ir  pos t-m ortem  id e n tity  
p r io r  to  th e ir  death th ro u g h  the crea tion  o f th e ir  w il l and, in  some cases the  purchase o f 
pre-need fu n e ra l and b u r ia l services.
(2) The decedent becomes te rm in a lly  ill.  There is an  in te n s ifica tio n  o f social 
in te ra c tio n  su rro u n d in g  the decedent. C h ie f m ourne rs  and he lpers are iden tified , and 
m ay begin m ak ing  decisions on beh a lf o f the  s t ill- liv in g  decedent. The re la tio n a l 
aspects o f the  post-m ortem  id e n tity  begin to  form .
(3) I t  becomes apparen t th a t the  decedent w ill die in  the im m edia te  fu tu re . Clergy, 
fam ily , and  friends are no tified  and  w a it w ith  the  decedent fo r the  death to  occur. The 
decedent b io log ica lly  dies, and  the  death r itu a l concludes a fte r i t  has separated the 
decedent from  the  w o rld  o f the  liv ing . The ch ie f m ourne rs  now  fo rm a lly  acquire  
m o u rn in g  s ta tus. The r ite  o f separation  m ay inc lude  non-Pagans, and  w ill p robab ly  be 
m u lti-voca lic , as p a rtic ip a n ts  in  m u ltip le  in te n tio n a l com m un ities  and  the  Am erican  
c iv il re lig ion  each in te rp re t the  dea th  r itu a l d iffe ren tly .
(4) D u rin g  the  period  o f lim in a lity , the  ch ie f m ourne rs  settle a great deal o f 
paperw ork, and pa rtic ip a te  in  a p u b lic  v iew ing  a t a fu n e ra l home. There is  a great deal 
o f am b igu ity  as to the loca tion  and powers o f the  decedent’s sou l d u r in g  th is  period. 
There m ay be a con test between ch ie f m ourne rs  over w h ich  o f the  decedent’s liv in g  
social iden titie s  shou ld  be in c lu d e d  in  the  p u b lic ly  acknow ledged post-m ortem  id e n tity . 
One or m ore fu n e ra l r itu a ls  are perform ed, representing  d iffe ren t theolog ica l 
landscapes, and  in co rp o ra tin g  the  decedent in to  the  afterlife . A general consensus o f 
the  people th a t subscribe  to  any given theo log ica l landscape develops abou t the  
w hereabouts o f the  decedent’s soul. These fune ra ls  each set the  tone fo r the  w ay in  
w h ich  the liv in g  shou ld  re la te  to  the  decedent. M ost m ourners  are inco rpo ra ted  in to  the 
w o rld  o f the  liv ing .
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(5) The decedent is  crem ated w ith o u t cerem ony, and the ashes re tu rn e d  to  the  ch ie f 
m ourne r. The decedent’s ashes m ay be in c lu d e d  in  a sh rine  in  the  ch ie f m o u rn e r’s 
home.
(6) In  the  period between crem ation  and  b u r ia l, the  ch ie f m o u rn e r m ay experience 
any n u m b e r o f events th a t are vetted aga inst b o th  theolog ica l c r ite r ia  and  the  ch ie f 
m ourne rs  p reex is ting  un d e rs ta n d in g  o f the  decedents social and  re la tio n a l id e n titie s  fo r 
leg itim acy. Those events th a t pass the  theolog ica l and  id e n tity  tests are considered 
leg itim a te  com m un ica tion  from  the  decedent, and  are com m unica ted  to  o the r m ourne rs  
and  fo rm er m ourne rs  by the ch ie f m ourne r. These in te rac tions  become a p a r t o f the  
re la tio n a l p o rtio n  o f the  decedent’s pos t-m ortem  id e n tity , and by associa tion  are used to 
ve t a d d itio n a l post-m ortem  in te rac tions  fo r leg itim acy.
(7) The fo llow ing  Sam hain, the  decedent’s ashes are in te rre d  by the  ch ie f m o u rn e r 
and helpers. The ch ie f m o u rn e r in te n tio n a lly  creates an a lte rna te  re a lity  expressly fo r 
the  purpose o f grieving. A t the  conc lus ion  o f the  r itu a l, the  ch ie f m ourne rs  and  helpers 
m ay leave the m arke rs  o f m o u rn in g  beh ind  them . Th is  com pletes the  fo rm a l fu n e ra l 
cycle.
(8) D irec t in te ra c tio n  w ith  the  decedent tends to  decrease in  frequency, and  be m ore 
genera lly res tric ted  to  S am hain  r itu a ls , the  date o f the  decedent’s death, and  im p o rta n t 
p a rts  o f the  c iv il r itu a l calendar, such  as the  decedent’s b ir th d a y  and C hris tm as.
A lthough  I do n o t have evidence, I suspect th a t the  decedent’s re la tio n a l id e n tity  
becomes re la tive ly  fixed several years a fte r the  com ple tion  o f the  fu n e ra l cycle.
L ikew ise, I th in k  i t  lik e ly  th a t a fte r the  ch ie f m ourne rs  die and there  is  lit t le  d ire c t liv in g  
m em ory o f the  decedent, new  w a ys  o f  re la ting  m ay be developed and im p lem ented  by 
people w ho do n o t have d irec t m em ory o f the  decedent. Th is observation  is  based on 
m y experience o f the  re la tio n a l id e n tity  the  young  people in  m y fa m ily  have created fo r 
several o f m y  fa m ily ’s deceased m a tria rchs . Because Neo-Pagans are ju s t  beg inn ing  the 
process o f fu n e ra l cycle creation, there  is  lit t le  lo n g itu d a l evidence th a t w o u ld  su p p o rt 
such  a con ten tion  em p irica lly .
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CHAPTER 8
THE UNDISCOVERED COUNTRY 
Let us  re tu rn  now  to  the  f ir s t  o f fo u r p rin c ip le  them es o f th is  thesis: The agentic 
ancestor o f A m erican Neo-Paganism. The agentic ancestor is u lt im a te ly  a consequence 
o f a tra jec to ry  o f be lie f th a t begins w ith  the  theology o f im m anence. These beliefs are 
then  jux tapose d  aga inst a fu n e ra l r i tu a l fram ew ork  in fo rm ed by the  tra d itio n s  o f the 
Am erican c iv il re lig ion. These tw o together -  the  beliefs he ld  in  com m on by Neo-Pagans 
and the com m on Neo-Pagan inhe ritance  o f the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion  -  p ro x im a lly  
create any given fu n e ra l r itu a l. The fu n e ra l r itu a l its e lf  is  a fo ru m  fo r the  crea tion  and  
d isp lay  o f the  decedent’s pos t-m ortem  id e n tity . D u rin g  the fu n e ra l cycle, co n flic tin g  
elements o f the  socia l p o rtio n  o f the  post-m ortem  id e n tity  m u s t be negotia ted and 
developed, and  consensus reached on w h ich  elem ents w ill and  w ill n o t be d isp layed 
overtly. M ore im p o rta n tly , from  the Neo-Pagan perspective, the  m ourne rs  m u s t 
determ ine how  they w il l  re la te  to the decedent in  death: they m u s t create the  re la tio n a l 
aspects o f the  decedent’s pos t-m ortem  iden tity . I t  is  possible th a t some Neo-Pagan 
ch ie f m ourne rs  feel th a t th is  is  easier to do i f  the  m ourne rs  can a c tu a lly  see the corpse 
and in te ra c t w ith  i t  pos t-m ortem , hence the e labora tion  o f the  body in  cases 1 and  6, or 
o f the  caske t in  cases 3 and 5.
The second b road them e o f th is  thesis concerns the  Am erican c iv il fu n e ra l cycle, 
and the changes th a t have been im posed upon  i t  in  recent years. A t the  beg inn ing  o f 
chapter 1, I set u p  the  core h is to r ica l prob lem : Two h u n d re d  years ago, the  decedent 
was la id  o u t and  b u rie d  by im m edia te  friends and fa m ily  w ith o u t m u ch  pom p and 
c ircum stance. I described an e thnog raph ic  exam ple o f the  b u r ia l com ponent o f such  a
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fu n e ra l in  chap te r 6. M odern A m erican  fune ra ls  are now  the th ird  m ost expensive 
purchase an A m erican w il l  m ake, a fte r house and autom obile , and  r iva l the  c iv il 
w edd ing  in  th e ir  com plexity . H ow  d id  we get from  the fo rm er to  the  la tte r?  I concu r 
w ith  M itfo rd  1963 th a t the  inc reas ing  pro fessiona liza tion  o f the  in d u s try  had  had  a b ig  
hand  to  p lay in  the changes to  th is  im p o rta n t A m erican c iv il r ite  o f passage. However, 
the  second co n tr ib u tin g  facto r, w h ich  M itfo rd  1963 does no t d iscuss, is  the  im p a c t o f 
technology on the  en tire  process. The death r itu a l has increased in  p rom inence as 
people can now  be in fo rm ed o f an  im pend ing  death, have the m eans to  trave l to the 
dy ing  person ’s bedside, and  in  m any  cases the tim e  o f death can a c tu a lly  be chosen by 
the next o f k in ’s decis ion to  remove life  support. As I ’ve recorded above, the  decedent’s 
ch ie f m ourne r, in  ad d itio n  to  f i l l in g  the  role o f hostess a t a view ing, m u s t now  take care 
o f th is  m o u n ta in  o f paperw ork  d u rin g  the a lready sho rt lim in a l period, l im it in g  he r 
grieving process u n t i l  a fte r the  fu n e ra l r itu a l.
A th ird  key p o in t 1 w o u ld  like  to  address concerns the  lite ra l accuracy o f A rn o ld  van 
Gennep’s 1906 m odel fo r the  r ite  o f passage. Van Gennep a rticu la te d  th ree  d is t in c t 
socia l states -  the  o ld  socia l state, the  period  o f lim in a lity , and  the  new  socia l state -  
separated from  one ano the r by  a r ite  o f separation  and  a r ite  o f in co rpo ra tio n . Van 
Gennep 1906 d id  not a llow  fo r  a  single in d iv id u a l decedent to be incorporated in to  more 
than  one new  state. Yet the  e thnog raph ic  evidence c learly  ind ica tes  n o t on ly  th a t th is  
occurs, b u t also th a t i t  occurs frequen tly  in  the U n ited  States.
The Selection o f  Funera l C haracters in  a  P lu ra l Theological Landscape
Probably the  m ost s ig n ifica n t fin d in g  o f th is  s tudy  concerns the  im portance  o f p lu ra l 
a fte rlives in  Am erica. T ha t any given in d iv id u a l m ay experience p lu ra l a fte rlives is 
som eth ing th a t is  n o t read ily  apparen t in  the  lite ra tu re . However, the  existence o f 
p lu ra l a fte rlives is som eth ing  th a t applies n o t s tr ic tly  to Neo-Paganism, b u t to  any 
in te n tio n a l co m m u n ity  th a t w o u ld  challenge the Am erican  c iv il u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f the
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w orld  to come. I t  is  clear from  the  lite ra tu re  th a t Am ericans are in  some way 
d issa tis fied  n o t ju s t  w ith  the fu n e ra l in d u s try , b u t also w ith  the  sequestered ancesto r i t  
creates. A m erican Neo-Pagans, and  doub tless ly  others, have created a lte rna tive  models 
th a t o ffer an ancestor w ho is n o t sequestered from  the  liv ing , and  create a set o f ru les  
fo r in te ra c tin g  w ith  th a t ancestor. A lth o u g h  the  sequestered, fo rgo tten  dead is  the  
do m in a n t m odel in  o u r society, these c u ltu ra l experim ents w ith  the  a fte rlife  s tand 
w a itin g  in  the  w ings to  en ter broad Am erican  d iscourse. D oubtless ly , m ost o f these 
models w ill con tinue  to be he ld  and  employed on ly  by lim ite d  m em bersh ip  o f the  
in te n tio n a l com m un ities  th a t fo rm u la ted  them . However, shou ld  one o f these m odels 
be selected fo r  non-e lim ination g iven a changed theological landscape w ith in  the  
Am erican c iv il religion, i t  m ay become the d o m in a n t m eans by w h ich  o u r ch ild ren , as 
he irs  to  the  A m erican  c iv il re lig ion , w ill app ly  m ean ing  to  those w ho have come before 
them .
Suggestions fo r  Future  Research
C erta in ly  there is  a great deal le ft u n sa id  in  th is  text. M y cases were Neo-Pagan; m y 
d iscuss ion  o f the  A m erican c iv il fu n e ra l cycle was in fo rm ed by the  theo re tica l and 
e thnog raph ic  lite ra tu re , ex trapo la tion  from  m y Neo-Pagan funera ls , and  the  m any  c iv il 
fune ra ls  1 have attended as a p a rtic ip a n t -  c lea rly  we need an upda ted  e thnog raphy o f 
the  c iv il fu n e ra l cycle.
In  th is  w o rk , I d id  n o t d is tin g u ish  between the  A m erican c iv il re lig ion  and  the  other, 
non-Pagan in te n tio n a l com m un ities  th a t occupy the landscape. M any o f these o the r 
in te n tio n a l com m un ities  have bo th  m ore adheren ts th a n  Neo-Paganism and greater 
access to  m a ins tream  social cap ita l. How do these o the r in te n tio n a l com m un ities  
m od ify  the  c iv il re lig ion? Do they have an agentic ancestor, the  conven tiona lly  
sequestered dead o f the  c iv il re lig ion , o r th e ir  own u n ique  and d is tin c tive  v iew  o f the  
dead? Indeed, I have presented the  agentic ancestor as u n iq u e ly  Neo-Pagan and based
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u ltim a te ly  u p o n  the theology o f im m anence. Perhaps i t  is  a c tu a lly  com m on to  o the r 
A m erican in te n tio n a l com m un ities , and  by  associa tion  a subset o f the  A m erican  c iv il 
re lig ion  -  on ly  a d d itio n a l research can address th is  po in t.
There seem to be some com m only  presented pos itions  in  the  lite ra tu re  th a t 1 cou ld  
n o t con firm  in  m y research. For example, M itfo rd  1963 takes the  p o s ition  th a t there  is 
no dem and fo r the  fu n e ra l in d u s try . Yet the  Neo-Pagans illu s tra te  th a t there  very 
c learly  is  dem and; the ve iy  people w ho w ou ld , a ll else being equal, seem m ost like ly  to  
care fo r th e ir  dead them selves active ly  dem anded pro fessiona l fu n e ra l services. The 
causes and consequences o f th is  phenom enon need to be evaluated.
Berger 1999 reports  l it t le  reg iona l va ria tio n  in  A m erican Neo-Pagan dem ographics, 
and  m y da ta  ind ica te  th a t a fu n e ra l he ld  in  ru ra l Pennsylvan ia was in d is tin g u ish a b le  
from  one he ld  in  the  desert southw est. However, there  m ay be va ria tions  in  A m erican 
c iv il fu n e ra l p ractice . I th in k  th a t i f  there  is  such  va ria tio n , i t  w il l  re s u lt as a 
consequence o f the  va riab le  re lig ious topography o f the  U n ited  States, in c lu d in g  bo th  
the concen tra tion , o r la ck  thereof, o f in te n tio n a l com m un ities  th a t challenge the  c iv il 
re lig ion  in  fu n e ra l p ractice  in  a given area, and  va ria tio n s  in  the Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  
as a whole. In  p a rticu la r, va ria tions  in  the topography o f the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  
need to be docum ented e thnog raph ica lly .
P ike’s 2001 d iscuss ion  o f the  Neo-Pagan festiva l co m m u n ity  represents a fasc ina ting  
o p p o rtu n ity  fo r e labora tion . The A m erican c iv il m odel specifies th a t key rites  o f passage 
shou ld  be he ld  independent o f ano the r event -  however, i t  is  very com m on fo r Neo- 
Pagan w eddings to  occur as a d ju n c t to  a festiva l context. Some elem ents o f Neo-Pagan 
fune ra ls  also have occurred e ithe r at, before, o r a fte r a festiva l. B o th  the  process o f 
s itu a tin g  the  fes tiva l w ith in  the  Am erican  c iv il re lig ion , and the  fu n e ra l w ith in  the 
festiva l are ve iy  in te re s tin g  subjects.
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The Undiscovered Country
In  h is  fam ous “ to be o r n o t to  be” speech, H am le t refers to the a fte rlife  as;
The und iscove r’d  coun try , from  whose b ou rn  
No trave le r re tu rn s , puzzles^ the  w ill.
A nd  m akes u s  ra th e r bear those ills  we have 
Than fly  to  o thers th a t we kn o w  n o t of?
Ham let,
Ill. i.7 8 -8 1
In  th is  speech, Shakespeare refers to  m any th in g s  -  fear o f the  fu tu re , fear o f death, the 
life  and death o f bo th  people and com m un ities  -  m any o f the same th in g s  th a t come to 
the  m inds  o f m odem  Am ericans w hen they  consider th e ir  own m o rta lity .
In  m ost texts, th is  w ou ld  be the  place to  d rop  in  some educated guessw ork as to 
the  tra je c to ry  th a t bo th  A m erican Neo-Paganism and the Am erican c iv il re lig ion  w ill 
take m oving  forw ard. I feel th a t deta iled  specu la tion  fo rw ard  in to  the und iscovered 
co u n try  is unw ise  a t th is  ju n c tu re . C e rta in ly  an  increas ing  d issa tis fac tion  w ith  
Am erican fu n e ra ry  practice  reported in  the  lite ra tu re  m ay force the large, com m ercia l, 
and  incom e-orien ted  fu n e ra l in d u s try  to  respond in  ye t-to -be invented ways in  o rder to 
keep b rin g in g  incom e to  th e ir  s takeholders. A m erican Neo-Paganism is  also very m uch  
in  a place o f tra n s itio n  r ig h t now  as in d iv id u a l Neo-Pagan com m un ities  experience a 
process o f denom ina tiona liza tion . 1 canno t im ag ine th a t the Neo-Pagan co m m u n ity  
th ir ty  years from  now  w ill look  a n y th in g  like  i t  does today: As i t  denom ina tiona lizes, 
each o f the  key beliefs o f the  m ovem ent w h ich  are a consequence o f the  theology o f 
im m anence w ill be evaluated in  lig h t o f the  selection process I o u tlin e  above, and  some 
w il l  doub tless ly  be d iscarded as no longer tenable. Likewise, new  elem ents w ill be 
added, e ithe r adopted th ro u g h  c u ltu ra l bo rrow ing  o r invented anew. These beliefs 
s tand in  a key place in  the  Am erican  Neo-Pagan theolog ica l s tru c tu re  -  v ir tu a lly  every 
Neo-Pagan r itu a l great and sm a ll is  based upon  them . As such, any change to the  core 
beliefs w il l  ra d ica lly  a lte r the  m ovem ent. 1 s incere ly hope th a t the  agentic ancestor 
survives th is  re -eva lua tion  unsca thed ; in  m y h ea rt I th in k  i t  w ill.
' By “puzzles” Shakespeare m eans “paralyzes” .
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One th in g  is  ce rta in  however: People w il l  keep dying. W hether the  agentic ancestor 
o f A m erican Neo-Paganism w ill be selected fo r n o n -e lim in a tio n  by  the  he irs  to  the 
Am erican  c iv il re lig ion  w ith in  a chang ing Am erican  c u ltu ra l landscape o r no t, o u r 
ch ild re n  w ill rem em ber us, and th e ir  m em ories w ill be construc ted  in to  several pos t­
m ortem  iden titie s  w h ich  they  w il l  use to  define o u r present in  w hatever w ay is  m ost 
m ean ing fu l to  them  given the p lu ra l theolog ica l landscape in  w h ich  they  w ill pa rtic ipa te .
Shakespeare’s u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f the  und iscovered c o u n tiy  is  fixed -  there is  a single 
fu tu re , u n kn o w n  to  m a n k in d , and from  w h ich  no m an re tu rn s . For Shakespeare, the  
undiscovered co u n try  is  “rea l” and exists independen tly  o f an observer. M uch  has 
changed since the end o f the  s ix teen th  cen tu ry . O u r ch ild re n  create the und iscovered 
co u n try  fo r us: To them , and  to  th e ir  pos te rity , we com m end o u r fu tu re .
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APPENDIX I 
METHODOLOGY
I began fie ldw o rk  am ong Neo-Pagans in  Pennsylvan ia in  the S um m er o f 1999 w ith  
an eye to w rite  a general e thnog raphy o f the  m ovem ent. I jo in e d  a Neo-Pagan coven 
called M o u n ta in  Moon C ircle, located in  Groen, Pennsylvania. M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  is 
a m oderate sized "ecclectic" coven w ith  app rox im a te ly  tw enty-five  m em bers and  several 
hu n d re d  "seekers, " o r congregants.
Entree to  the  co m m u n ity  was fa c ilita te d  by a priestess o f the  coven w ho 1 m et a t a 
loca l n a tu ra l foods cooperative. By Neo-Pagan s tandards. M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  is  an 
open group, hos ting  13 p u b lic  and  8 to 10 sem i-pub lic  events each year. 1 a ttended fu ll 
m oon and sabbat r itu a ls  fo r abou t s ix  m on ths  before I w en t th ro u g h  the process o f 
fo rm a lly  jo in in g  the coven. I was an active p a rtic ip a n t in  the coven u n t i l  I m oved to  Las 
Vegas in  the  sum m er o f 2001, w hen  I extended m y research to  in c lu d e  several s im ila r 
covens in  S ou the rn  Nevada.
Jack 's  death came som ewhat as a su rprise . 1 q u ic k ly  realized the  im portance  o f 
Jack 's  fune ra l, b u t I had some concerns abou t how  representa tive h is  fu n e ra l was o f 
Neo-Pagan fu n e ra l r itu a ls  in  general. Ja ck  was, a fte r a ll a m an a t the  he ig h t o f h is  
career w ith  an above average incom e and su b s ta n tia l access to  socia l and  m a te ria l 
cap ita l. Was the  r itu a l I w itnessed typ ica l o f m ost Neo-Pagan r itu a ls?  W hat w o u ld  a 
r itu a l fo r a  poor Neo-Pagan look like?  O r an e lderly  Neo-Pagan? O r an exceptiona lly  
young  one? I began to  a ttend  o the r fune ra ls  th a t fr iends  in  the Neo-Pagan co m m u n ity  
made me aware of. 1 have been w itness to  a to ta l o f seven fune ra ls  o r m em oria l services 
since 2001:
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•  Case 1: 53 year o ld  male, Groen, Pennsylvania.
• Case 2: 56 year o ld  male. Las Vegas, Nevada.
• Case 3: 2 m ale in fa n ts  less th a n  one year o f age, Ind ia n  Springs, Nevada.
• Case 4: ca. 25 year o ld  m ale. Las Vegas, Nevada.
•  Case 5: 17 year o ld  male. Las Vegas, Nevada.
• Case 6: 12 year o ld  canine, O verton, Nevada.
• Case 7: 66 year o ld  female. C actus Springs, Nevada.
I m ade a p o in t o f on ly  record ing  those r itu a ls  where an open in v ita tio n  was
extended to  the  Neo-Pagan com m un ity , because the  random  n a tu re  o f dea th  rendered 
ob ta in in g  p r io r  consent im possib le . A lthough  I have attended several p riva te  funera ls , 
they were n o t in c luded  in  the da ta  set. Since ca rry ing  a notebook o r tape recorder 
abou t w o u ld  have in d e lib ly  iden tified  me as an ou ts ide r, I re lied  on m y m em ory, m a k in g  
notes o f r itu a ls  im m ed ia te ly  a fte r the  fact, and  where ever possible, o b ta in in g  the  sc rip t 
o f the r itu a l to ass is t m y m em ory.
In  observing these r itu a ls , I came to realize th a t Jack 's  fu n e ra l - no ted as case 1 
above - was h ig h ly  typ ica l o f Neo-Pagan fune ra ls  in  general. The m a in  e lem ents o f 
Jack 's  fu n e ra l r itu a ls  were present in  a t least one, and u su a lly  several o the r r itu a ls  th a t 
I have w itnessed. M ost o f the  d ifferences between Jack 's  fune ra l and  o thers  th a t I 
w itnessed concerned Jack 's  re la tive  w ea lth  and h is  im p o rta n t place in  bo th  the 
A m erican Neo-Pagan and A m erican  c iv il com m un ities .
Neo-Pagan covens, in  general, are qu ite  concerned w ith  the  p rivacy  o f th e ir  
m em bers -  M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  was n o t an exception. I m ade i t  m y  practice  to  on ly  
directly record th ose rituals that were open to either the general public, or long-term  
m em bers o f the  congregation. I in te n tio n a lly  om itted  con ten t th a t w o u ld  reveal 
in fo rm a tio n  th a t, as a m em ber o f the  coven 1 am  p riv y  to, b u t is  n o t accessible to  n o n ­
m em bers. L ikew ise, I d id  n o t in c lude  any photos because they  m ig h t have id e n tifie d  an 
in d iv id u a l w ho w ished to  rem a in  anonym ous. Likew ise, the  pub lishe d  im age o f an
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im p o rta n t r itu a l too l, in  Neo-Pagan theolog ica l term s, cou ld  conceivab ly create an 
im pac t on th a t to o l’s energy w ith in  the  circle.
Pseudonyms o f  In form ants
"Call h im  Jack," M ay said to  me d u rin g  one o f o u r f irs t tape-recorded conversations. 
C e rta in ly  the  nam e by w h ich  you  ca ll someone - the  nam e id e n tica l to  "me" - has 
p a rtic u la r  power fo r people. A great deal o f social, re la tiona l, and  in tra p sych ic  power is 
encoded in to  names. Neo-Pagans in  p a r tic u la r  invest a d d itio n a l va lue  in  nam es 
because m ost Neo-Pagans have adopted one o r m ore re lig ious nam es, each o f w h ich  is 
m eaning laden. Th is  practice  o f c rea ting  new  nam es th a t f i t  the  p ra c titio n e r's  chosen 
Neo-Pagan id e n tity  is  an im p o rta n t p ro tes t aga inst the  anonym ity  o f a la te -m odem  
u rb a n  w orld .
I t  is  conven tiona l in  e thnograph ies to in  some w ay d isguise y o u r in fo rm a n ts  to 
p ro tec t th e ir  privacy, u s u a lly  by  assign ing pseudonym s and d isgu is ing  the  loca tions 
where events occurred. Over e igh ty  percen t o f m y in fo rm an ts  d id  n o t w a n t th e ir  nam es 
changed to  pseudonym s; several in fo rm a n ts  em pha tica lly  d id  n o t w a n t to  rem a in  
anonym ous, in c lu d in g  May. M ay in  p a r tic u la r fe lt th a t made u p  pseudonym s were ju s t  
n o t m eaning-laden; they  d id  n o t cap tu re  the persona l energy o f an in fo rm a n t in  some 
essentia l way.
The in c lu s io n  o f any id e n tifie rs  in  th is  text, however, w ou ld  have exposed the 
h a n d fu l o f m em bers o f the  co m m u n ity  th a t w anted  to rem ain  p riva te  to  outs ide  
sc ru tiny . As a com prom ise, 1 in v ite d  each in fo rm a n t to create a nam e by w h ich  I w ou ld  
ca ll them  in  th is  text. M ay chose "Jack" to  re fer to  he r late husban d  because w hen they 
f irs t  m et a t a h ig h  school dance, she m isheard  h is  nam e, and th o u g h t he said h is  nam e 
was "Jack." By choosing th is  nam e, in  effect. M ay allowed J a c k  to  nam e h im se lf. M ay 
invoked Jack 's  agency to a llow  h is  energy to come alive in  these pages.
C urious ly , no one was p a rtic u la r ly  upse t th a t I d isguised the  loca tion  o f the  events 
o f Jack 's  life. Neo-Pagans, like  m ost Am ericans are m obile  u rb a n ite s  and  often la ck
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deep roots tied  to  a p a rtic u la r geographical location . Theologica lly, the  sacred c irc le  
where w o rsh ip  occurs is  "beyond tim e  and space," and  as such can be created 
anywhere. M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  cou ld  very easily have been located in  ru ra l 
Pennsylvania, in  a theolog ica l sense, i f  the  m em bers o f the  co m m u n ity  had  w ille d  i t  so.
Once I had  developed the  core research questions o f th is  thesis, and  a fte r rece iv ing 
approva l from  the  In s titu t io n a l Review Board a t the  U n ive rs ity  o f Nevada, Las Vegas, I 
re tu rned  to  the  fie ld  in  the  sum m er o f 2006 to  conduc t s tru c tu re d  tape-recorded 
in te rv iew s w ith  in fo rm an ts . I sought to  in te rv iew  everyone w ho had supported  Ja ck  as 
he was in  the  hosp ita l, o r w ho had a ttended one o r m ore o f the  fune ra ls  in  h is  honor.
In  practice , th is  was n o t possible; the  a ttend in g  phys ic ians, fu n e ra l d irec to r, some 
fa m ily  m em bers, and  o the r im p o rta n t d ram a tis  personae in  the  Am erican  c iv il schem a 
cou ld  n o t be reached fo r com m ent. So o f necessity th is  thesis represents the Neo-Pagan 
side o f the  s to ry  to a greater degree th a n  the A m erican c iv il side.
In form ed Consent
A m erican Neo-Pagans are lite ra te , and  typ ica lly  college-educated, u rban ites . One 
in fo rm a n t is  a professor o f sociology a t a  m a jo r u n ive rs ity . Several o f m y in fo rm a n ts  are 
employed in  the  a rts , in c lu d in g  a jo u rn a lis t,  tw o m us ic ians, and  tw o thea te r 
professionals. A ll have p a rtic ipa ted  in  s tud ies o f va rious  k in d s  in  the past. However, 
A m erican Neo-Paganism th rives  on its  m a rg ina lity . Every Neo-Pagan know s o f the  
pe rsecution  o f the  founders o f the  m ovem ent in  B r ita in  in  the 1930s; some have 
d isc ip lined  academ ic know ledge o f the  subject. M ost also know  o f Neo-Pagans w ho 
have suffered d is c rim in a tio n  (p a rticu la r ly  in  em ploym ent) based upon  th e ir  re lig ious 
a ffilia tio n . A nu m b e r o f key in fo rm a n ts  w ou ld  n o t have p a rtic ipa ted  i f  th e ir  a n o n ym ity  
outs ide  th e ir  ch u rch  co m m u n ity  cou ld  n o t be assured. W ith  th is  in  m ind , I requested 
th a t the  U n ive rs ity 's  In s titu t io n a l Review Board waive the  u su a l requ irem ents  fo r 
docum en ta tion  o f in fo rm ed consent.
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I contacted m ost interviewees persona lly  to  request th e ir  p a rtic ip a tio n ; No one I 
asked declined, and indeed several in te rv iew s w en t on in to  second and occasiona lly 
th ird  sessions. I ob ta ined in fo rm ed consent p r io r  to  the  in terv iew . In terv iew s were 
conducted a t the  hom es o f in fo rm a n ts  o r a t the  Bow m an fa m ily  residence. 1 
reconfirm ed in fo rm ed  consent a t the  tim e  o f the  in te rv iew  by review ing the  consent 
docum ent ve rba lly  w ith  the tape recorder ru n n in g  and ask ing  the in fo rm a n t fo r th e ir  
in fo rm ed  consent.
The In te rv iew  as H ea ling  Change
D u rin g  the in te rv iew , interviewees were in v ite d  to  d iscuss some o f th e ir  m em ories o f 
Ja ck  in  life  as a w a rm -u p  top ic  to  ga in fa m ilia r ity  w ith  the  in te rv iew  process. I then  
asked each interviewee to  te ll me w hen and how  they found  o u t th a t Ja ck  was sick. 
Each person was in v ite d  to reca ll th e ir  m em ories o f Ja c k  in  the  hosp ita l. I f  the  
in fo rm a n t was p resent w hen Ja ck  died, I asked them  to  re la te  th e ir  experience o f h is  
death. Each interviewee was then  in v ite d  to describe the  fu n e ra l r itu a ls  th a t he o r she 
attended. A t the  conc lus ion  o f the  in te rv iew , I asked each person to  re la te  th e ir  v is ion  
o f where Ja ck  was p resen tly  located.
Several in fo rm a n ts  com m ented abou t the  hea ling  n a tu re  o f the  in te rv iew  process.
In  a lm ost every in te rv iew  there  were regu la r pauses fo r tears, as bo th  m y in fo rm a n ts  
and I became overwhelm ed by m em ories o f Jack. In  some cases I had  to recon tact 
in fo rm a n ts  a fte r the  fac t because the tape record ing  became garbled a t key po in ts . I f  I 
ever in te rv iew  abou t th is  sub jec t again, I w il l b rin g  a lo t m ore tissues.
A t the  conc lus ion  o f fie ldw ork , I re tu rn e d  to  Las Vegas and created tra n sc rip tio n s  o f 
each tape-recorded in te rv iew . I then  recontacted several in fo rm a n ts  on the  phone o r by 
em ail to  c lear u p  inconsistencies. Several in fo rm a n ts  requested th a t p a r tic u la r  aspects 
o f th e ir  lives th a t they  d iscussed on tape, or th a t 1 am  aware o f as a m em ber o f the  
coven, be om itted  from  the text. In  a ll cases these requests have been honored.
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APPENDIX II
PRAYERS, SONGS, AND POETRY
N ata lie ’s Performance a t the V iewing
The fo llow ing  chan t was perform ed by  N ata lie  and S herri a t J a c k ’s v iew ing  on the
f ir s t  day. A tra n s la tio n  fo llows.
(Note: Each “ / ” notes the r in g in g  o f a chime.)
M aha M rity u n ja y a  M a n tra  
Om T iya m la ka m  Yajam ahe 
Sugandh im  P usti - va rdhanam  /
U rva - ru ka m iva  B andhanan  
M rtyo r - m uksheeya M a - a m rita t /  /
T rans la tion :
Om. We w o rsh ip  The Three-Eyed Lord  Shiva w ho is  n a tu ra lly  frag ran t, 
im m ense ly m e rc ifu l and  w ho is  the  P rotector o f the  devotees. W orsh ipp ing  h im  
m ay we be libe ra ted  from  death  fo r the  sake o f im m o rta lity  ju s t  as the  ripe  
cucum ber easily separates its e lf  from  the b in d in g  sta lk.
Readings fro m  the Funera l
The fo llow ing  readings were read a t the  Neo-Pagan po rtio n  o f the  Ja c k  B ow m an ’s 
funera l. Some o f these readings have also been reproduced in  the  text. There were 
several readings th a t were perform ed ad hoc, and  have no t been preserved, so th is  lis t  
shou ld  n o t be construed  as exhaustive . The nam es o f the  au th o rs  and people w ho 
presented the texts have been removed to p ro tec t the  p rivacy o f the  people in  question . 
W hen a pub lishe d  a u th o r is referenced, the  nam e is  preserved.
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Eulogy
On T hu rsday  m orn ing , M arch  18, 2004, o u r Beloved B ro the r, Ja ck  passed 
beyond the ve il in to  the  Sum m erland. S u rrounded  by  friends and fam ily , 
engulfed in  th e ir  love, Joe moved peacefu lly  in to  the S p ir itu a l realm .
Ja ck  was a devoted husban d  to h is  beloved w ife. May. He was a dedicated 
fa ther, to  h is  ch ild re n  Sambo, Jack, Kuss ina , and  h is  son -in -law  Jack. A nd  he 
was a do ting  g rand fa the r to  h is  sweet l it t le  g randdaugh te r E la ine.
J a c k ’s devotion to h is  fa m ily  and  th e ir  com m on dream , was so s trong  th a t i t  
m anifested in  the  c rea tion  o f L u g h ’s G arden, a w onde rfu l s p ir itu a l re trea t. Th is 
n a tu ra l sanc tua ry  w il l  grow  and th rive  as p a rt o f J a c k ’s legacy.
Not on ly  was Ja ck  devoted to  h is  fam ily , b u t he was also dedicated to h is  
extended fa m ily  and  s p ir itu a l com m un ity . Ja c k  has been a cherished and  w ell 
loved m em ber o f M o u n ta in  M oon C irc le  fo r m ore th a n  3 years, now. A lways 
ready to  lend  a hand . Ja ck  has been a generous supporte r o f o u r co m m u n ity  
efforts, devoting  h is  tim e  and ta len ts . A tra in e d  m a ch in is t and  sk illed  
c ra ftsm an. Ja ck  was a w iza rd  w ith  m echan ica l th ings . A great fin d e r o f th ings , 
Ja ck  possessed the ra re  ta le n t o f be ing able to  de live r any object you  cou ld  
describe. C onstan tly , g iv ing and  always sharing . Ja ck  was always w illin g  to 
em ploy h is  s k ills  to he lp  a friend . Even as he strugg led w ith  hea lth  challenges. 
Ja ck  was g iv ing to  the com m un ity . W ith  the  com m on goal o f he lp ing  Jack, 
fa m ily  and  fr iends  ra llied  together sending prayers, conduc ting  R eik i sessions 
and generating  hea ling  th ro u g h  creative projects. We came together w ith  the 
u n ite d  purpose o f he lp ing  Jack , b u t i t  was we w ho received the  benefits, the  
innum erab le  benefits o f a stronger, m ore so u lfu l com m un ity . W ha t was 
in tended as o u r g ift to  Jack, became Ja c k ’s g ift to  us. T hank  you  Jack , fo r 
to u ch in g  o u r lives and fo r generously sha ring  y o u r m any g ifts  w ith  us.
We are honored  and blessed to have know n  y o u r lov ing  sp ir it.
B lessed Be
Q uarter Calls  
In  order perform ed:
W est says:
"As the  sun  sets. So o u r fr ie n d  Ja ck  has le ft us. The w a te r o f o u r tears, 
like  the  sa lt w a te r o f the  sea, and  like  the  w a te r o f o u r m others ' wom b, 
blesses th is  G athering. "
S ou th  says:
"As life  is a day. So Ja ck  has passed in to  the n igh t.
The fire  o f o u r life , the  m em ories and  courage, the  
s treng th  given to us by o u r fr ie n d  blesses th is  G athering. "
East says:
"As a ll th a t fa lls  sha ll rise again. So o u r fr ie n d  w ill be reborn.
The a ir  we breathe, th is  treasure  o f o u r life , the  com passionate ca ring  
we give each o the r blesses th is  G athering. "
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N orth  says:
"As the  E a rth  fo rm s us, so o u r fr ie n d  sha ll re tu rn  to  the  earth .
O u r M o the r feeds us, and  clo thes us. She gives us  everyth ing
and in  the  end she takes o u r bodies back. And earth  blesses th is  G athering."
Charge o f  the Goddess
We have fo r a w h ile  lo s t one w ho is dear to  us. A nd  we a ll feel the  loss. B u t i t  is 
on ly  fo r a tim e, and o u r sorrow  w ill lessen.
There is  a reason fo r be ing here, and a reason fo r going. The O the r Side, the 
Places Beyond, are w arm , p leasing and b e a u tifu l w ith  a ll i l ls  gone, and  yo u th  
anew.
There is  a reason fo r leaving, w hen  the purpose o f th is  life  is  done. We m u s t a ll 
jo u rn e y  beyond to  pause, to  rest, and  to  w a it fo r those w ho are loved. In  a  place 
fa r from  the  cares o f th is  w o rld , w ith  happiness and s treng th  renewed. For dy ing  
is on ly  a m ode o f fo rgetting , a  w ay o f rest, a w ay o f re tu rn in g  to  the E te rna l 
Source, however we m ay see It.
Reading 1
T ir  In n a  M ban — w om an describ ing  is la n d  to  B ran  m ac Febhail
There is  a d is ta n t isle,
a round  w h ich  sea-horses g listen,
a fa ir  course on w h ich  the w h ite  wave surges,
fo u r pedesta ls u p h o ld  it.
A de ligh t to  the eye, a g lo rious range, 
is the  p la in  on w h ich  the  hosts ho ld  games; 
coracle races aga inst cha rio t 
in  the  p la in  sou th  o f F indargad.
P illa rs o f w h ite  bronze beneath i t  
sh in in g  though  aeons o f beauty, 
lovely la n d  th ro u g h  the ages o f the  w orld , 
on w h ich  the  m any b lossom s fa ll.
U nknow n  is w a ilin g  o r treachery 
in  the  happy fa m ilia r land ; 
no sound there  is  rough  o r ha rsh , 
on ly  sweet m us ic  s tr ik in g  on the  ear.
Then i f  one sees the S ilvery Land 
on w h ich  the  dragonstones and crys ta ls  ra in , 
the  sea breaks the  wave upon  the land  
w ith  c rys ta l tresses from  its  mane. . . .
The h o s t races a long M agh Mon,
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a b e a u tifu l spo rt th a t is n o t feeble;
in  the m any colored la n d  o f su rpass ing  beauty
they expect n e ith e r decay n o r death.
Reading 2
E gyp tian  Prayer fo r the  Dead 
M idd le  Egyptian:
Hotep ra d i nesu A s ir neb abd ju , ne tje r ah-ah, neb djedu, ra d if  pe re t-khe ru  te 
henke t ka  apdu shes m ekhet, khe t-neb  nefer w ab an kh  ne tje r yem, en ka  en 
yem enty Ja ck  m a ’a t khe ru .
T rans la tion :
An o ffe ring  th a t the  k in g  gives before O siris , lo rd  o f Abydos, great god, lo rd  o f 
B us iris , so th a t he m ay give a vo ice-o ffering  o f bread and beer, oxen and b irds , 
a labaste r and linen , every th ing  good and pu re  on w h ich  a god lives, fo r the  soul 
o f the  revered ancestor. Jack, tru e  o f voice.
A no in ting  o f  the Body
A n o in t the  hands and say “B lessed be y o u r hands th a t do th e ir  w o rk ”
A n o in t the  lip s  and say “B lessed be y o u r lip s  th a t speak th e ir  nam es”
A n o in t ju s t  above the eyes and say “Blessed be y o u r eyes th a t have seen the 
beauty  o f the  great m other.
A n o in t the  m idd le  o f the  forehead and say “Blessed be y o u r m in d  th a t seeks to 
know  them .
Poem 1
F unera l B lues by W.H. Auden
Stop a ll the  clocks, c u t o ff the  telephone.
Prevent the dog from barking w ith a  ju icy  bone.
Silence the  p ianos and w ith  m u ffled  d ru m  
B rin g  o u t the  co ffin , le t the  m ourne rs  come.
Let aeroplanes c irc le  m oan ing  overhead 
S cribb ling  on the  sky the  message He Is Dead,
Put crepe bows ro u n d  the  w h ite  necks o f the  p u b lic  doves.
Let the  tra ffic  policem en w ear b la ck  co tton  gloves.
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He was m y N orth , m y  South, m y E ast and  West,
M y w o rk in g  week and m y S unday rest.
M y noon, m y m id n ig h t, m y ta lk , m y song;
I th o u g h t th a t love w o u ld  la s t fo r ever; 1 was w rong.
The stars are n o t w anted  now: p u t o u t every one; 
Pack u p  the  m oon and d ism an tle  the sun;
Pour away the  ocean and  sweep u p  the  wood.
For n o th in g  now  can ever come to any good.
Poem 2
Success by Bessie Anderson S tanley
He has achieved success w ho has lived w ell, laughed often and loved m uch ; w ho 
has enjoyed the t ru s t  o f pure  wom en, the  respect o f in te llig e n t m en and  the love 
o f l it t le  ch ild ren ; w ho has fille d  h is  n iche  and accom plished h is  task ; w ho has 
le ft the  w o rld  be tte r th a n  he found  it, w he the r by an im proved poppy, a perfect 
poem or a rescued soul; w ho has never lacked apprec ia tion  o f E a rth ’s beau ty  or 
fa iled to  express it; w ho has always looked fo r the  best in  o thers  and  given them  
the best he had; whose life  was an in sp ira tio n ; whose m em ory a bened iction .
Poem 3
So M any H earts by Ms. C a lib u m
You came and touched so m any  hearts  
In  so m any d iffe ren t ways.
You gave so m uch , and  asked very l it t le  in  re tu rn .
There is  an em ptiness as i f  a p a rt o f me is  m iss ing.
B u t I am  sure w ith  tim e  you  w ill show me how  to  be whole again. 
I kn o w  you  are safe now, and  n o th in g  can h a rm  you.
Remember, a lthoug h  we re apart.
We w il l  a lways be together.
Poem 4
Elegy (au tho r unknow n)
Do n o t s tand  a t m y grave and weep,
1 am  n o t there, 1 do n o t sleep.
I am  a tho u sa n d  w inds  th a t blow,
I am  the  d iam ond  g lin ts  on snow.
I am  sun  on ripened gra in ,
1 am  the gentle A u tu m n 's  ra in .
W hen you  wake in  the  m om ing 's  h u sh  
I am  the sw ift u p lif t in g  ru s h
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o f q u ie t b ird s  in  c irc led  fligh t.
I am  the  sta rs  th a t sh ine a t n igh t. 
Do n o t s tand a t m y grave and c iy , 
1 am  n o t there, 1 d id  n o t die.
Poem 5
C arry  O n ly  Love
Beloved one, you  are dead 
B u t you  are n o t alone 
We are here w ith  you  
The beloved dead aw a it you. 
You go from  love in to  love. 
C arry  w ith  you  
on ly  love.
M ay o u r love ca rry  you  
and open the way.
Poem 6
Shivo H am  (I am  Shiva)
W hen the b rea th  o f life  b lows th ro u g h  me, Shivo Ham  
W hen the  b lis s fu l ocean woos me, Shivo Ham  
W hen the  sh iftin g  tides confuse me, Shivo Ham  
Shivo Ham , Shivo Ham
C horus: Shivo Ham , Shivo Ham , Shivo Ham , Shivo Ham , Shivo Ham , Shivo Ham
W hen the  evening ra in 's  begun, Shivo Ham  
W hen I'm  s tand ing  in  the  sun, Shivo Ham  
W hen I'm  s ing ing  the  Name o f the  One 
Shivo Ham , Shivo Ham
C horus
W hen I'm  balanced on a w ire , Shivo Ham  
W hen 1 wade in to  the  fire , Shivo Ham  
In  the  s tillness  a t the  end o f desire 
Shivo Ham , Shivo Ham
C horus
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Poem 7
Blessing o f the  E lem ents
M ay the  a ir  ca rry  y o u r s p ir it  gently.
M ay the  fire  release y o u r soul.
M ay the  w a te r cleanse you  o f pa in  and  sorrow  and suffe ring  
M ay the  earth  receive you.
May the  wheel tu rn  again and  b r in g  yo u  to  re b irth .
Poem 8
Blessing o f the  Dead
Be free, be strong, be p roud  o f w ho you  have been.
Know  th a t you  w ill be m ourned  and m issed 
Tha t no one can replace you.
Tha t yo u  have loved and are beloved...
Move beyond form .
F low ing like  water.
Feeding on su n lig h t and m oon ligh t 
R ad ian t as the  stars in  the n ig h t sky.
Pass the  gates.
E n te r the  d a rk  w ith o u t fear.
R e tu rn ing  to  the  w om b o f life  to steep in  the  ca ld ron  o f re b irth . 
Rest, heal, grow  young  again.
Be blessed.
Poem 9 
L is ten People
[Note: Th is  was spoken from  the back o f the  room]
L isten people.
The un iverse is alive 
And 1 w il l  a lways be.
F low ing in  and o u t o f Form ,
D ying and  being born .
Forever.
Priest’s Benediction
M ay the  M other ho ld  you  in  he r arm s as you  re tu rn  to her.
M ay the fe rrym an  a id you  in  y o u r jo u rn e y , th a t y o u r crossing m ay be sm ooth  and 
peaceful. Short pause
On the  o the r shore fin d  rest, and regeneration.
S p ring tim e ...tim e  o f b ir th .
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T u rns  to  Sum m er, and  then  Fall. Short pause  
Leaves gently  flo a t to  the  earth . Pause
Fa ll tu rn s  to  w in te r. T im e o f res t and  regeneration.
Know  th a t n o th in g  dies Forever.
N ature  is  a renewer.
The co m  and g ra in  w il l  fa ll a t harvest and  re tu rn  in  due season.
A ll th a t die rise  again also.
Jou rney  on now, b ro the r. We w il l  fo llow  w hen we can. M ay yo u  be bo rn  
again a t the  same tim e  and in  the  same place as those you  knew  and loved in  
th is  life. M ay you  know  them  again and love them  again.
The M ounta in  Moon Circle Great Rite
1 am  fa ith  and courage 
I am  being and doing 
1 am  love and w ill
1 am the fem in ine  and m ascu line  sh in in g  as one 
In teg ra tion  is  m y goal,
C reation  m y pleasure.
And a centered se lf m y  w ill m anifested.
Closing Q uarter Calls
East -  "The sun  w ill rise  again."
S outh  -  "Life con tinues."
W est - "Love is a ll th a t we can be sure of." 
N orth  - "O n ly the  m o the r is  e ternal."
Closing Song
W hen we are gone, they  w ill rem ain . 
W ind  and rock, fire  and  ra in .
They w ill rem ain , w hen  we re tu rn .
The w in d  w ill b low  and the  fire  w ill b u rn .
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